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Dear Readers, as these lines are being written,
this year’s NATO Summit in Ankara has just
concluded. These days, it almost seems an
achievement if such a summit ends without a
major rupture. At the same time, issues with the
potential to divide the Alliance can resurface
at any moment—as illustrated by the renewed
U.S. claim to Greenland, which earlier this year
triggered a serious crisis within NATO.

Even setting aside Donald Trump’s distinc-
tive political style, a number of fundamental
questions remain. What forces are driving the
current U.S. administration and the cooling of
the transatlantic partnership? What threat does
Russia pose after more than four years of wag-
ing its war against Ukraine at enormous cost?
And how can Europe remain capable of acting
and provide for its own security in a world un-
dergoing profound change?

Against this backdrop, Gerlinde Groitl opens
this issue by examining Europe’s difficult stra-
tegic position in light of the current shifts in
the global balance of power, the outcome of
which remains uncertain. She concludes that
Europe faces a difficult future unless it can de-
velop a shared vision of a new international or-
der together with the United States. While thus
continuing to link Europe's future closely to a
renewed transatlantic order, Daniel Marwecki
takes a different view. He challenges what he
sees as the prevailing focus on rearmament and
argues that Europe should also develop broad-
erideas foradapting with dignity to its declining
global influence.

The following article, by the Ukrainian author
Elena Davlikanova, examines the threat posed
by Russia and strongly cautions European
governments against assessing it through the
wrong analytical lens. Against the backdrop of
the European Union’s structural constraints,
Matthias Dembinski explores how deeper secu-
rity and defense cooperation within the Union
might enable Europe to provide, at least in part,
capabilities and functions that have so far been
supplied by the indispensable superpower, the
United States.

Another widely debated question concerns
the prospect of some form of “European” nu-
clear deterrence. What role does the concept of
“forward deterrence,” presented by the French
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EDITORIAL

President in early March, play in this context?
Emmanuelle Maitre addresses this question
from the perspective of global nuclear rearma-
ment and the objective of nuclear non-prolifer-
ation, while Jean-Louis Lozier focuses on the in-
creasingly close cooperation between Europe’s
two nuclear powers and on the often-over-
looked European dimension of French nuclear
deterrence. Shounak Set and Ben Kienzle ex-
amine the emerging quality of security coop-
eration between India and Europe. They argue
that it represents an original model of flexible,
modular partnership - one shaped by today's
geopolitical environment, yet offering consider-
able long-term potential.

In the concluding interview, | speak with
Commander Helge Adrians about a subject that
has once again attracted considerable pub-
lic attention following a series of high-profile
ship inspections in recent weeks. Among oth-
er things, he explains why, when dealing with
Russia's so-called “shadow fleet,” we should
remain in control of our own reactions.

Ethics and Armed Forces does not claim to
provide a comprehensive treatment of Europe-
an security. The next issue will therefore contin-
ue this discussion by addressing related topics
such as resilience and societal stability. Finally,
I'would like to thank everyone who contribut-
ed to making this issue possible: our authors,
the translation teams, the Editorial Board, and
the editorial staff of the new Institute for Peace
and Military Ethics, into which zebis, the Center
for Ethical Education in the Armed Forces, has
now been integrated. Change is thus shaping
not only the international order but also our
own institution. Nevertheless, we will continue
to offer our readers stimulating perspectives
on debates in peace ethics, security policy, and
military ethics.

Riidiger Frank
Copy Editor
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IDEAL AND REALITY
FROM LIBERAL INTERNATIONAL
ORDER TO (SELF-)

PROTECTIVE ORDER?

Abstract

The world is in upheaval. This article traces the evolution of

the international order. It shows that international constellations
of power and interests are key influencing factors, and that

the international order is constantly subject to change. We are
currently in an interregnum: The old liberal international order
is a thing of the past, and the emerging new world order is
taking shape amid many unknowns. At the same time, Europe
is experiencing a dual disruption caused by external revisionism
(from Russia and China) and the dispute over direction within
the West, triggered by shifts in political priorities in the United
States. Whether we succeed in articulating a new shared vision

of the international order will determine our fate.
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Author: Gerlinde Groitl
(Translated from German by Richard Hewitt
and Kristina Lange)

Introduction

“The world has been thrown off balance.” -
“We are witnessing a turning point in history.”
- “The international order is eroding.” These
and similar phrases have become common-
place in recent years. They reflect the unease
and uncertainty with which citizens, deci-
sion-makers and analysts view the numerous
concurrent crises in Europe and the world.
How did such a proliferation of political, eco-
nomic and military conflicts come about? Why
is even Europe now afflicted by the turmoil of
global politics, having long been considered
a peaceful region? And where is the world
heading? This essay attempts to answer these
questions from a political science perspective
by looking at how the international order is
changing. It first defines terms and outlines
how orders emerge and decline. Then it ad-
dresses the rise and fall of the liberal inter-
national order. Finally, it discusses current
Western policy and ventures a glimpse into
the future.

“World out of balance” -
evolution and revolution in
the international order

Order is frequently understood as the civilized
counterpart - restrained by the rule of law - to
the unbridled tyranny and arbitrary exercise
of power inherent in anarchy. The term “world
order” implies a global system or framework
of rules which, alongside the fundamental
absence of violence, serves to guarantee core
values such as peace, freedom, and justice.
Consequently, some may be mistakenly led
to view the existence of a world order - insti-
tutionalized through the United Nations, in-
ternational law, and international bodies - as
an inherent baseline of international politics
that has merely shifted “out of balance”. This
assumption, however, is incorrect.

The basic state of world politics is anar-
chy: states coexist without being subject to a
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world government. The international system
is therefore a space in which strategic com-
petition is not an exceptional phenomenon
- and neither are power politics, violence or
war. Security, peace, freedom, justice, and
prosperity are goods that must be organized
politically. A true “world order” in this sense is
a distant dream. It would require a universally
applicable and at the same time enforceable
set of rules with global reach. In other words,
it would mean overcoming anarchy by estab-
lishing a framework for the constitutional rule
of law across the globe. Despite the unprece-
dented level of global integration and regula-
tion since the second half of the 20™ century,
this has never materialized.

Rather than employing the term “world or-
der,” political science utilizes the analytically
more precise concepts of “international order”
or, in the plural, “international orders” when
examining structural features. This terminolo-
gy deliberately leaves open the geographical
scope, depth, and degree of enforcement,
thereby allowing for a measure of ambiguity.
The central characteristic of an internation-
al order can be delineated using a qualifying
adjective - as exemplified by the liberal inter-
national order. In addition, researchers can
analyze functional orders relating to specific
policy areas (such as the nuclear or global
economic order) as well as geographically lim-
ited regional orders.

However, there are also different theoret-
ical interpretations of the concept of “order”.
Proponents of the realist school take the view
that under the conditions of anarchy and the
resulting security dilemmas, only the distri-
bution of capabilities within the international
system has a structuring effect. The interna-
tional order is thus defined in terms of pow-
er relations and can be categorized using the
term “polarity”. Proponents of liberalism, by
contrast, categorize the international order in
terms of patterns of societal preferences. The
democratic peace theory emphasizes the di-
chotomy between democracies and dictator-
ships. Institutionalists argue that internation-
al institutions generate order by establishing
binding rules of conduct. Constructivists, con-
versely, emphasize cognitive frameworks and
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normative socialization, which function as in-
visible rules that bring about order.

The author of this article adopts a neo-
classical realist perspective. Power is the key
currency for enforcing rules, and every order
has power relations at its core. However, the
powers shaping the international order differ
in the rules they seek to establish or enforce.
The specific strategic actions taken to shape
the international order arise within the na-
tional decision-making process. This premise
is as compelling as it is logical: the structural
nature of the international order fundamen-
tally depends on which state—be it the Soviet
Union, the People’s Republic of China, or the
United States—shapes it. While it may be ac-
ademically interesting to examine the visions

The interplay of power and national
interests explains both the historical
evolution of the international order and
its contemporary crisis

of order articulated by smaller states such as
Luxembourg or Vanuatu, these perspectives
remain secondary in global politics. Ultimate-
ly, the interplay of power and national interests
explains both the historical evolution of the in-
ternational order and its contemporary crisis.
The international order is inherently dy-
namic. Orders emerge, evolve, and decay as
the underlying power structures erode, exist-
ing paradigms lose their efficacy, or systemic
preferences shift. There is always continuity
and change, evolutionary development, and
sometimes even revolutionary ruptures. Be-
yond mere enforceability through power, an
order’s longevity depends fundamentally on
its structural functionality and perceived le-
gitimacy. At its core, the stability of an order
hinges on the balance between its active pro-
ponents and its challengers. Within this frame-
work, attempts to alter the status quo consti-
tute “revisionism,” a phenomenon requiring
both revisionist intent and the requisite capa-
bilities. Revisionist actors differ significantly
regarding the scope of their objectives and the
means they are willing to deploy. Ultimately,
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EUROPEAN SECURITY IN A CHANGING WORLD ORDER

this interactive conceptualization demon-
strates that order is a continuous product of
political agency. Orders may arise through
consensus or emerge from competition and
conflict; they can adapt via peaceful evolution
or collapse through major systemic wars.
European and world history since the 17t
century provide ample illustrations of these
forces. The Peace of Westphalia of 1648 es-
tablished the Westphalian state system, based
on core principles such as the sovereignty of
the (secular) territorial state and non-interfer-
ence in the internal affairs of others. However,

In the wake of the Cold War, aU.S. policy

of liberal world ordering appeared inevitable,
especially given the immediate absence

of any major geopolitical competitors capable
of challenging its power

this did not eliminate competition or the po-
tential for violence between states. Following
Napoleon’s failed bid for European hegemo-
ny, the Congress of Vienna in 1815 sought to
institutionalize a stable equilibrium of power.
The resulting international order was charac-
terized by domestic restoration coupled with
an external policy of systemic balance. While
the European great powers engaged in ge-
opolitical competition, they simultaneously
cooperated to safeguard and maintain the
continent’s monarchical status quo. In the
decades that followed, this status quo came
under pressure from democratic and nation-
alist movements, and collapsed during the
First World War. During the interwar period,
hopes were raised for democracy and popular
sovereignty, internationalinstitutions, and the
rejection of violence. On the other hand, re-
actionary forces of resistance and totalitarian
ideologies with limitless potential for violence
were on the rise. This interregnum ended in
the disaster of World War 1.

In 1945, the United Nations was founded
with its groundbreaking Charter, which laid
out the basic rules of interstate relations and
was intended to establish a cooperative glob-
al order. The Charter locked in two inherently
competing sets of ordering principles. While
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traditional Westphalian principles anchored
state sovereignty, non-intervention in domes-
tic affairs, and great-power management with-
in the UN Security Council, the Charter simul-
taneously institutionalized a contrasting set of
liberal principles. These include an emphasis
on the rights of the individual, societies and
peoples; the ideal of the sovereign equality
of all states, and the limitation of state power
through the general prohibition of the use of
force. The Anglo-American influence is clearly
visible here. The hoped-for cooperative inter-
nationalism was quickly overshadowed by the
Cold War. Under the structural conditions of
bipolarity, the international system dissolved
into two deeply integrated and institutional-
ized blocs operating on diametrically opposed
principles of order. While the Soviet sphere
enforced communist party dictatorships,
planned economies, collectivism, and a re-
gime of limited sovereignty, the Western camp
championed liberal democracy, free markets,
individual liberty, and institutionalized collec-
tive defense. Ultimately, the Soviet model col-
lapsed due to its own systemic flaws.

The rise and fall of the liberal
international order

In the wake of the Cold War, a U.S. policy of
liberal world ordering appeared inevitable,
especially given the immediate absence of
any major geopolitical competitors capable
of challenging its power. The principle of state
sovereignty was increasingly re-defined on
liberal terms. In intergovernmental relations,
the United States championed the ideal of the
sovereign equality of states and a rules-based
order designed to safeguard the rights of weak-
er actors. Even more revolutionary was the sec-
ond paradigm: regarding the domestic exercise
of the monopoly on the legitimate use of force,
state sovereignty was to be structurally subor-
dinated to liberal norms. Firstly, this entails a
structural delegitimization of autocracy, given
that in a democratic framework, sovereignty
is vested in the people as the ultimate source
of legitimacy, rendering elected governments
mere representatives. Secondly, it accentuates
individual rights vis-a-vis the state, the institu-
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tional restriction of state power, and good gov-
ernance. The political foundations for this tra-
jectory had been in place for decades, notably
with the adoption of the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights in 1948, before finding new
avenues forimplementation after the Cold War.

From the 1990s onward, the liberalization
and globalization of the liberal internation-
al order - previously confined to the Western
bloc - gained new momentum. To preserve the
territorial status quo in Europe and Asia while
projecting regional security, the United States
maintained its strategic alliance structures.
Concurrently, the principle of state self-deter-
mination increasingly superseded traditional
notions of spheres of influence, a shift clearly
institutionalized by the open-door policies of
both NATO and the European Union. At the
same time, the West invested in promoting de-
mocracy, while dictatorships were criticized or
even subjected to targeted sanctions. Univer-
sal human rights norms gained greater prom-
inence. Human rights violations were increas-
ingly condemned and punished, and even
humanitarian interventions increased mark-
edly in number. The subsequent conceptual
evolution entailed the formulation of an in-
ternational obligation to intervene, ultimately
codified as the “responsibility to protect”. Un-
der this framework, the international commu-
nity is empowered - subject to a UN Security
Council mandate - to act when sovereign gov-
ernments either fail to shield their populations
from egregious human rights violations or ac-
tively perpetrate such atrocities themselves.
In the broader picture, Europe and the U.S.
worked hand in hand to shape a liberal inter-
national order that prioritized political self-de-
termination, market economies and free trade,
individual freedom, democracy, institutional-
ization, and rules-based governance.

From the perspective of Moscow and Bei-
jing, the United States acted as a revisionist
power that sought to reshape the foundational
principles of the international order to its own
unilateral advantage and severely complicated
their positions. Furthermore, Russia and China
perceived this liberal order as an existential
threat - specifically targeting their regime se-
curity, their great-power status, and their stra-
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tegic geopolitical objectives. They demanded
a “democratization” of international relations,
by which they meant a containment of Amer-
ican power, the normative recognition of au-
tocracy and dictatorship, and a conception of
sovereignty that legitimizes force as a means
of securing power and grants them preroga-
tives as great powers. It was precisely from this
impulse that Russian and Chinese revision-
ism against the U.S.-led international order
emerged from the late 2000s onward, as op-
portunities presented themselves. Meanwhile,
the vision of a post-Western world has also
been articulated by others: many developing
countries and states with a colonial past open-
ly reject the - as they see it — moral excess of

From the perspective of Moscow and Beijing, the
United States acted as a revisionist power that
sought to reshape the foundational principles of the
international order to its own unilateral

advantage and severely complicated their positions

the “elitist” West, which elevates its own value
judgments to the standard of all things while
applying them only selectively themselves.
China partially integrated itself into the lib-
eral order, but has always pursued the goal
of gaining strength and reshaping the rules-
based system. The Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) - according to its own rhetoric - regards
the preservation of its power as the sole guar-
antee for the political sovereignty, territorial
integrity, and well-being of the Chinese people
and state. Only in this way, it argues, can China
return to its historic role as a hegemonic pow-
er. This return requires not only a withdrawal
of the United States from Asia, but also struc-
tural and territorial “corrections” that Wash-
ington currently stands in the way of. Specif-
ically, China lays claim to Taiwan, a large part
of the South China Sea, and areas in the East
China Sea. To this end, Xi Jinping has stated
that the “Chinese dream” of a “rebirth of the
great Chinese nation” is to be realized by 2049,
the centenary of the founding of the People’s
Republic. Ultimately, the People’s Republic
seeks an international order that supports the
CCP’s claims to power and global ambitions.
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Russia takes a similar view of the global sit-
uation. Moscow accuses the U.S. and its Euro-
pean “lackeys” of “overturning” states, manip-
ulating their political course, robbing Russia
of its traditional status as a power center, and
potentially even threatening its regime stabili-
ty. In reality, however, these societies turned to
the West because the Russian model offered
them no prospects. To counter this trend,
Moscow resorted to violence in Georgia in
2008 and in Ukraine from 2014 onward. Thus,
the Russian regime externalizes its own lack of
appeal. While China relies on incentives based
on its economic capabilities, Russia’s options
have increasingly narrowed to military threats,

The Western-shaped international
order of the post-Cold War era

is mired in a crisis of enforcement,
functionality, and legitimacy

The Author

violence, and hybrid instruments. With the war
of conquest against Ukraine waged since 2022,
the Kremlin is attempting to prevent the end
of its imperial dream, aiming to force the West
to accept an order tailored to Russian ideas.
Therise of anti-elite discourses and populist
parties in the 2010s, the Brexit vote, and the
election of Donald Trump as U.S. president
in 2016 made it clear that a counter-move-
ment against the liberal international order
was also gaining ground in the West. Trump’s
core message is that the status quo shaped by
political elites does not serve the interests of
the American people. Given similar voting pat-
terns across all Western democracies, these
allegations should be examined stripped of
their populist rhetoric. The institutionaliza-
tion, legalization, and integration of political

Prof. Dr. Gerlinde Groitl’s research focuses on the
United States, German, European and transatlantic
defense policy, and the global great-power competition
between Russia, China and the West. Her most recent of
three monographs to date analyzes Russia’s and China’s
revisionism against the liberal international order. She
teaches at the University of Regensburg and heads the
ISS Institute for Security and Strategy in Munich.
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action at the international level with no clear
endpoint potentially conflict with the legiti-
mizing and decision-making functions of na-
tionally organized democracy. Furthermore,
liberal universalisms potentially clash with
national sovereign rights, as evidenced by is-
sues such as asylum and migration. Economi-
cally, globalization has not proven to be a win
for everyone. Humanitarian interventions also
warrant reflection. While alleviating human
sufferingin a third state is a noble goal, wheth-
erone’sown armed forces should be responsi-
ble for doing so is another question. This is all
the more critical given that in Germany, for ex-
ample, the capacity to fulfill the constitution-
al defense mandate was knowingly allowed
to erode. Whether national climate policy, in
its specific form, actually benefits the global
climate or - given state dirigism, economic
costs, and limited global utility - is primarily
self-harming, remains another point of dis-
cussion. The same applies to identity politics
over gender and sexual identity, which have
entered not only domestic but also foreign
policy. “Liberal” has thus come to be defined
in an increasingly expansive, particular, and
at times ideological manner. Whether liber-
al governance in its real-world manifestation
truly serves the welfare, security, justice, and
freedom of the national political sovereign is
therefore a legitimate question, even as a way
must simultaneously be found to counter the
threat posed by external revisionists.

From a crisis of the inter-
national order to a new order?

The Western-shaped international order of
the post-Cold War era is mired in a crisis of
enforcement, functionality, and legitimacy.
Over the past three decades, global economic
interdependence has combined with inten-
sifying geopolitical competition to generate
massive vulnerabilities. The costs and benefits
of this order have been unevenly distributed:
the primary rising power, China, has benefit-
ed immensely from the West’s political, eco-
nomic, and social openness, while the Amer-
ican hegemon has shouldered an increasing
burden of costs with a relatively lower yield.
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China, by contrast, has skillfully exploited the
existing system, grown stronger with Western
assistance, and is now turning its capabilities
against the West. Beijing is systematically ex-
panding its influence within the UN system
and creating new alternative institutions; it
operationalizes economic dependencies and
harms Western market economies with its
state-capitalist apparatus; it strives for dom-
inance in the technology race by any means
necessary; and it invests heavily in foreign
propaganda as well as its military, while back-
ing states like Russia and Iran to project power.
Russia has been only partially successful in its
operations and is now resorting to subversion,
threats, hybrid warfare, and conventional mil-
itary means to assert its imperial ambitions.
Meanwhile, the U.S. under Trump has likewise
abandoned the guiding principle of a liberal
international order under American auspices.
The hegemon is thus actively challenging the
preservation of the system. This includes re-
structuring existing alliances like NATO, ques-
tioning institutions that may no longer serve
American interests, and realigning priorities.
It is precisely this dual disruption that shakes
Germany and Europe to their very core.

It should not come as a surprise that the
U.S. is questioning the status quo of the po-
litical order, which to a certain extent has
been overtaken by real-world developments.
If there were a solid consensus in the West
about the political order, then a united front
against external revisionists, combined with
an evolutionary adaptation to new circum-
stances, would be a likely scenario. However,
as the U.S. under Trump is questioning the va-
lidity of its own political assumptions as well
as the costs and benefits of the status quo, we
are witnessing a policy of radical change - as
set out, for example, in the 2025 National Se-
curity Strategy. Itis being deliberately pursued
and not coordinated with traditional partners.
It remains to be seen how the U.S. will position
itself in future, and whether a coherent and
purposeful alternative vision for the interna-
tional order will emerge that others can align
with. In any case, Germany and Europe must
seriously explore their own possibilities and
options for shaping the international order.
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Many assume that the coming world order
will be multipolar. This implies the existence
of several poles of roughly equal strength. This
does not reflect reality. Despite relative losses,
the U.S. remains far more powerful than any
other state. Its geographical location, with
only two land borders with non-threatening
neighbors, its favorable demographics, its
economic might and technological innovation
capacity, its access to natural resources, its
recent, highly robust reduction of vulnerabil-
ities (e.g., rare earths), and its military strength

It should not come as a surprise

that the U.S. is questioning the status quo
of the political order, whichtoa

certain extent has been overtaken by
real-world developments

- measured in terms of quantity, quality, and
power projection capability, right through
to strategic assets - all justify optimism that,
measured purely by resources, the U.S. is likely
to remain the dominant state for a long time
to come. China has at best grown into a “near-
peer competitor” but is not on an equal foot-
ing, and given its now visible demographic
and economic problems, it may never achieve
parity. By comparison, all others lag far behind
because they possess power only selectively.
This also applies to Russia, which is a nuclear
superpower but marked by weakness in eco-
nomic, technological, and even conventional
military terms. Brazil, South Africa, India, or
the individual European states lag far behind.

Thus, the United States is not responding to
a new multipolarity. It is seeking to maintain
its hegemony in a world that is characterized
by a high degree of interdependence and is,
at most, on a path toward bipolarization. The
U.S. administration is attempting to forceits al-
lies to share the burden, to scale back its own
responsibilities, to exploit networks and hubs
of financial and technological power ruthless-
ly for its own benefit, and to slow down Chi-
na’s rise. Russia, by contrast, is viewed merely
as a secondary challenge. Institutionally, the
U.S. relies on bilateral, smaller minilateral,
and inherently U.S.-centric formats. Unlike
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large multilateral forums, these allow the U.S.
more direct influence and the ability to assert
its will. Donald Trump’s leadership style facili-
tates disruption, but at the same time poten-
tially undermines the strategic reorientation of
U.S. policy. The 2026 war with Iran illustrates
this perfectly. It was provisionally brought to
an end with a “memorandum of understand-
ing” that appears remarkably promising for
the Islamic Republic. Washington’s superior
capabilities did not translate into political
success.

Meanwhile, Europe finds itself in a precar-
ious position. The threat posed by Russia is
assessed differently in Europe than by the U.S.
government, which could lead to a decoupling
of European and American priorities. Because
Europe remains highly dependent on the
United States, it must rapidly succeed in up-
grading and expanding its own capabilities. At
the same time, Europe needs a leadership ar-
rangement that ensures its capacity to coop-
erate, as the U.S. is no longer undertaking this
role. Moreover, time and again, Europeans are
presented with a fait accompli by their most
important ally and pressured into compliance
through the threat of consequences. This is a
far cry from the previous model of a cooper-
ative transatlantic partnership based on per-
suasion and coordination. How, then, can Eu-
rope become more independent? One should
beware of blanket calls for “more EU,” as there
is no consensus on this; the EU is in dire need
of reform and lacks jurisdiction in the field
of defense. Hopes for European “strategic
autonomy” or an alliance of middle powers
also require a reality check. In fact, European
integration is a byproduct of American hege-
mony. Without the U.S. protective umbrella
and involvement, the European order would
look very different. Conversely, the frequent-
ly voiced swan songs regarding the demise of
the U.S. as the world’s dominant power are
premature. The U.S. is adapting to a world
of unbridled great-power competition, even
if the collateral damage of Trump’s policies
must be factored in. What common ground
exists between Europe and the United States
foranew vision of an international order more
focused on self-protection? This is the crucial
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political question for the future of the trans-
atlantic partnership.

Outlook

The thirty years following the Cold War seem
like a dream today. Admittedly, there were se-
curity crises back then too. But looking back,
it was a period of unprecedented global co-
operation, prosperity, freedom, and security.
This was not something that could be taken
for granted, but rather a product of American
power and the policies pursued in conjunction
with Western partners. Today, the situation is
different. The threat scenario of a major war
with Russia expanding beyond Ukraine is be-
ing seriously discussed, and the old status quo
of the post-Cold War liberal international order
is a thing of the past. The reactions of external
revisionists and the internal shift away from the
former policy course are equally responsible
for this. Currently, therefore, we find ourselves
in an interregnum. It is clear to see what has
already been lost, yet what is to come remains
shrouded in the mists of the future.

For Europe, a particular difficulty lies in ac-
knowledging the limits of its own possibili-
ties. Of course, taken together, the countries
of Europe possess substantial capabilities.
However, translating these into targeted ac-
tion and influence is hampered by the fact that
cooperation must be organized among sov-
ereign states whose interests often diverge. In
the past, the U.S. assumed the role of leader
and coordinator. Within Europe itself, there
is no natural or universally accepted leading
power. Yet, without the community amplifying
the power of individual states, it is practically
impossible to become a key player in a world
of major powers. Added to this is a second,
home-grown problem: The states of Europe
are as politically divided as the U.S. There is
no simple “European option” in opposition to
the “Trump revolution”. The most demanding
political task of our time will likely be devising
anew vision of a stable order—one thatis com-
mensurate with our capabilities and, moving
beyond populist rhetoric, sets out in detail how
the rights, freedoms, security, and well-being
of Europe’s citizens can be protected.
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DIGNIFIED DECLINE?

GERMANY AND EUROPE IN THE
CHANGING WORLD ORDER

Abstract

The much-discussed changing world order can be described

as a process of waning Western dominance with an uncertain
outcome. Recent events and developments — such as Russia’s in-
vasion of Ukraine, the decision by many emerging non- Western
countries not to join economic sanctions, and the war in Gaza —
demonstrate both the West's diminishing power and its decline
as a moral ideal. In many ways, US. President Donald Trump
is acting as a destroyer of the old liberal order, from which there
will be no return even after his term in office. The parallel rise
of China to become a major center of economic and political
power appears to be a return to the historical norm. This phase
of multipolarization is marked by uncertainty. Germany and
Europe should not make the mistake of responding only with
an uncoordinated military expansion initiative, accompanied
by fantasies of cultural and geopolitical superiority. Meanwhile,
more positive visions are being developed within Europe. These
combine defense capabilities with adaptation to a world order

that is still taking shape.
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The changing world order is a topic now dis-
cussed so widely that it has given rise to its
own set of clichés. In recent years, few com-
mentators on global current events have man-
aged to avoid quoting the Italian Marxist An-
tonio Gramsci, who wrote from his prison cell
that an old world is dying, and the new one
struggles to be born. Such a transitional peri-
od, Gramsci said, is a “time of monsters”.!

Another well-worn insight, which likewise
does not become any less true through rep-
etition, is that the “end of history” postulated
by Francis Fukuyama did not correspond to
the subsequent course of world events. In the
summer of 1989, shortly before the fall of the
Berlin Wall, Fukuyama - an as-yet unknown
employee of the U.S. State Department -
wrote an article that would make him famous
overnight. Fukuyama argued that the mar-
ket-based, democratic nation state is the best
possible model of political community. There-
fore, he contended, it was no longer necessary
to engage in fundamental quarrels about the
ways in which humans should coexist. If histo-
ry had run its course, there was no longer any
need to wage wars over its direction.

Today, not only is history continuing, but
its future also appears completely open. It is
unclear where the current transitional period
is leading, or whether it is currently leading
anywhere at all. It may well be the case that
the perceived and very real state of upheaval
will remain the new normal for the time being.
One thing seems certain, however: the course
of history will be shaped less and less where it
used to be shaped - that is, in the West.

Amid this uncertainty and the sense of his-
tory slipping from our hands, a wake-up call
is spreading in Germany and Europe - which,
in turn, threatens to become a cliché. Name-
ly, that we have done business with the wrong
powers for too long and relied too heavily on
the United States for our security. Now, the
argument goes, it is time to think in terms of
“realpolitik” or “geopolitics” once again, and
pursue a resolute policy of military expansion.?

Germany in particular might be in danger of
overlooking a crucial point: military expansion
cannot replace a political vision of a future
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worth living. The not-so-new underlying idea
of this article is that the future world order will
be multipolar - and that German and Europe-
an foreign policy must develop concrete and
actionable ideas for how Europe hopes to po-
sitionitselfin a world after Western hegemony.

The end of the end of history

When did the end of history end? Perhaps
with the attacks on the United States on Sep-
tember 11, 2001, and the subsequent wars in
the Middle East. Not only did these wars fail to
turn countries like Afghanistan and Iraq into
liberal democracies in their own image. They
also, once again - though not for the last time
- exposed a gulf between the liberal self-image
and the destructive reality of foreign policy. In
economic terms, the West’s star began to wane
around the same time. The 2008 financial cri-
sis triggered a recession that hit the old econ-
omies of the West harder than those of the
emerging markets. Western growth rates were
unable to regain their pre-crisis levels, while
those of developing countries remained high.
Since then, the West’s share of global econom-
ic output has been steadily declining.?

A more recent date on which the West’s loss
of power became apparent was February 24,
2022, when Russia invaded Ukraine, although
it did not feel that way at first. NATO, the West-
ern military alliance that had already been
written off, gained new members: Sweden and
Finland. Ukraine’s resilience and initial suc-
cesses on the battlefield convinced even the
skepticsin the German chancellery at the time
that repelling the Russian aggressor was not
only desirable but also possible. After a year of
war, literary scholar Albrecht Koschorke wrote
in a newspaper article: “The imperial nostalgia
attributed to the Russian power elites meets,
on the opposing side, with a distinct kind of
nostalgia which they themselves are not yet
fully aware of. It centers on the past future of
liberalism as a global model and universal
doctrine.® The historical triumph of the lib-
eral model, as Fukuyama asserted over thirty
years ago - might it still come to pass, thanks
to Ukraine? Fueled by a warmongering fervor
that was hardly matched by their own level
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of commitment, London, Brussels and Joe
Biden’s Washington almost anticipated Putin’s
downfall, barely noticing that this perception
placed them in a global minority. The West
portrayed Ukraine’s defensive struggle not so
much as what it is - a struggle for state and
national sovereignty against an imperialist ag-
gressor. This interpretation would have reso-
nated more widely outside the Western global
minority. Rather, it was portrayed as a fight for
democracy against dictatorship and oppres-
sion. In a sense, past sins caught up with the
West here. The U.S. could hardly invoke the
United Nations Charter, whose principle of

The West portrayed Ukraine’s defensive
struggle not so much as what it is — a struggle for
state and national sovereignty against an
imperialist aggressor — but rather as a fight for
democracy against dictatorship and oppression

non-aggression Russia so flagrantly violated,
given that the U.S. had itself repeatedly flout-
ed this principle.

A large portion of the non-Western majority
in the world did indeed condemn Russia’s vio-
lation of international law through a vote in the
United Nations General Assembly. However,
only those states commonly considered part of
the West have since participated in sanctions
against Russia or in arms deliveries to Ukraine.
Twenty years ago - or perhaps even fewer -
this might have been enough to bring Russia
to its knees. Today, Russia has economic and
political alternatives, particularly in China and
India, but also in Brazil, South Africa, and other
countries.

The West’s sanctions policy thus falls far
short of the desired effect. This fact is only one
of many signs of a process that the countries
just mentioned would also describe as the
“multipolarization” of the world order. This
term implies a rejection of Western hegemony
and support for a world with multiple and al-
ternative centers of power. At the same time,
the concept of multipolarity polarizes political
debate, not least in Germany.® There are those,
not few in number, who use it as an anti-West-
ern rallying cry, which is why pro-Western
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defenders of dominance see it primarily as a
threat to be averted.

However, the fact that a world after Western
dominance is taking shape is, first of all, a re-
ality that should be observed as objectively as
possible, regardless of what name one gives
to this development. It is a reality that Europe
and Germany should base their policies on.
Whether this post-Western world is something
to fear remains, as is so often the case, a mat-
ter of perspective. Before 1914, Europe was a
multipolar system of states. The failure of this
system led to the First World War. That is the
main reason why the word “multipolarity” has
an ominous ring in Europe. In the frequently

Inthe frequently referenced Global South,
multipolarity may well sound like the
promise of a fairer and more democratic
world, one that has been dominated by

the West for too long

referenced Global South, the situation is differ-
ent. There, multipolarity may well sound like
the promise of a fairer and more democratic
world, one that has been dominated by the
West for too long.®

Since October 7, 2023, global positions on
the Gaza war have taken shape almost as a mir-
ror image of the Russian invasion of Ukraine.
Following the Hamas massacre in southern
Israel, it was primarily the United States, fol-
lowed by Germany and the United Kingdom,
that supported Israel’s actions in Gaza by pro-
viding weapons and diplomatic backing. The
destruction of Gaza is a reality that the German
public has long refused to acknowledge, yet it
is one to which the German government has
contributed. Alex Lo is a longtime columnist
forthe South China Morning Post, a Hong Kong
newspaper, and is considered to be pro-China.
In May 2025, Lo wrote in an almost triumphant
tone that the Western world had dug its own
grave in Gaza. While the West would endure
as a geographical and political entity, he sus-
tained, it had died as a moral ideal - independ-
ent of any actions by Xi Jinping or Vladimir
Putin, both of whom simply welcomed the col-
lapse of Western hegemony.”
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Donald Trump: the West’s
decline manager?

In Germany, meanwhile, the end of the West-
ern-dominated order is associated with one
name above all others: Donald Trump. For the
German public, Trump’s reelection as Pres-
ident of the United States in the fall of 2024
came as a shock. Afterwards, newspapers
loudly proclaimed the end of the West - at
least as we knew it. Germany and Europe, all
agreed, would now have to go it alone. Ger-
man Chancellor Friedrich Merz was elected
just a few months after Trump. In the tradi-
tional post-election televised round-table
debate, he announced that the era of foreign
policy dependence on the United States was
over. For a fleeting moment, the seasoned
transatlanticist Merz sounded like the French
General Charles de Gaulle, who had called
very early on for post-war Europe to play anin-
dependent role on the world stage. Previous-
ly, the idea that Germany was less sovereign
in foreign and security policy matters than it
pretended to be had been voiced only on the
far left or far right of the political spectrum in
Germany. Now it became the majority opinion
overnight, because of Donald Trump.

In one of his last interviews, Henry Kissinger
was asked about Donald Trump. Kissinger —
who passed away in 2023 - served as Richard
Nixon’s national security advisor during the Vi-
etnam War. Since then, he had been regarded
as a geostrategist, a war criminal, or both. He
replied that Trump was one of those histori-
cal figures who swept away the hypocrisy and
false certainties of his time, and marked the
end of an era. That need not mean, Kissinger
said, that Trump had an alternative to the old
order to offer, or was even aware of his histori-
calrole. It could all just be an accident.®

Trump, lord of chaos and renewal sent by
history? It is true that Trump knows how to
bury the promises of the liberal order, which
have lost all credibility. His response to the
globalized market economy’s broken prom-
ise of prosperity is tariffs. His response to the
often-criticized hypocrisy of Western foreign
policy is to prioritize “might is right” and a
narrowly defined, often erratic self-interest.
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He thus strips the West’s global role not only
of its veneer of integrity, but also of its claim
to moral superiority. To put it another way,
Donald Trump solves the problem of double
standards in foreign policy by stripping that
foreign policy of any moral basis whatsoever.

Behind Donald Trump’s campaign slogan
America First is the idea that the internation-
al order maintained by the U.S. has cost its
guarantor more than it has benefited it. Per-
haps one could say that the United States is
an empire that is learning to think of itself as
a nation again. Yet America First also means
that an America with a strengthening sense of
national identity will not simply relinquish its
position of supremacy. So for the time being,
we should perhaps speak of a contraction or
streamlining of the hegemonic model of or-
der, and a reduction towards a transactional
approach. After all, the United States is still
militarily dominant, and the dollar is still the
reserve currency. The latter continues to se-
cure a privileged position for the U.S. in the
global business and financial markets. How-
ever, the evidence for a contraction is not only
that former alliances are being weakened, but
also that soft power is being rapidly reduced,
forexample by cutting development aid or the
U.S. withdrawing from international coopera-
tion organizations one after another.

After Trump: no return to
liberal hegemony

AnyoneinGermanyand Europewhostillhopes
today that four years of Trump will be followed
by a Joe Biden equivalent in the White House
fails to recognize that, even under the Demo-
cratic Party, liberal market globalization is no
longer the governing model, and Europe has
slipped down the list of American priorities.
Trump | (2017-2021) was followed by a presi-
dent - Joe Biden - who continued his prede-
cessor’s policies on key issues. One issue takes
up a lot of space on the global economic map
and in the minds of policymakers in Washing-
ton: China. In his address to a joint session
of Congress in April 2021 to mark his first 100
days in office, Biden announced that the U.S.
was in a competition with China to “win the
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21% century”. To this end, his administration
continued the punitive tariffs against China
that Donald Trump had previously imposed.
Added to this were industrial policy measures
such as the CHIPS Act or the Inflation Reduc-
tion Act. These can be understood as attempts
to sell the hegemonic competition with China
to the American working class as the reindus-
trialization of the country, while simultane-
ously attempting to curb Chinese growth in
high-tech sectors.

During Donald Trump’s second term, the
economic rivalry with China, having intensi-
fied under Joe Biden, is escalating into a trade
war whose outcome remains uncertain. It is
clear, however, hat since 2016, there has been
a striking continuity spanning the presiden-

The contemporary great-power rivalry

between the United States and China is the defining
conflict that will shape the nature of a
post-Western world and dictate how peaceful the
transition toward it will be

cies of Trump, Biden, and Trump’s return to
power. This continuity is defined by a shared
commitment to limiting China’s rise and de-
fending the dominant position of the United
States.” As a matter of fact, former President
Barack Obama had already announced a
“pivot to Asia”. But at that time, U.S.-China
relations seemed friendly compared to today.
The contemporary great-power rivalry be-
tween the United States and China is the de-
fining conflict that will shape the nature of a
post-Western world and dictate how peaceful
the transition toward it will be.

China’s resurgence

There is something puzzling about the story of
China’s rise. And the more one examines this
rise, the stronger that impression becomes.
Individual factors are easy to identify: land
reform, industrial policy, the absorption of
technological know-how from foreign compa-
nies, the rapid development of the education
system and infrastructure, and the sheer size
of the population. Nevertheless, this rise can-
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not be distilled into a coherent development
package ready to be replicated in other coun-
tries. Instead, it is a success story that has a
lot to do with improvisation and a few strokes
of luck. Only in hindsight does this rise appear
to be the realization of a long-cherished plan.

At the same time, talk of China’s “rise” is
misleading. Given that the country had always
been a center of economic activity until its
decline in the 19" century, one should rather
speak of a “resurgence”. Over the centuries,
China has consistently accounted for about a
quarter of the world’s population on average.
China’s current return to the center looks like
a return to the normal course of world history.
The relative decline of the West appears to be
a return to a historical norm, with the Indian
subcontinent and China once again as centers
of global economic and political power.

To understand this resurgence, it is useful to
take a look at China’s position within the glob-
al economic structure. When China joined the
World Trade Organization in 2001, the United
States was the world’s dominant trading pow-
er. According to the Australian Lowy Institute,
the United States was a more important trad-
ing partner than China for 80 percent of coun-
tries at that time. That relationship has now
reversed. Today, about 70 percent of countries
worldwide trade more with China than with
the United States.® This amounts to nothing
less than a fundamental and lasting restruc-
turing of the global economy. On the African
continent, the shift is most striking. China is
now Africa’s largest trading partner by far. In
2003, China was a bigger trading partner than
the U.S. for only 18 African countries. Today, it
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is 52 out of 54 African countries, covering near-
ly the entire continent.!

Driven by the world’s largest industrial base,
China is the world’s dominant trading power
by far. The People’s Republic manufactures
nearly one-third of global goods, with a rising
trend that surpasses the combined output of
Germany, Japan, South Korea and the U.S.
combined. These enormous numbers explain
why China is the undisputed world leader in
exports and and is poised to maintain this su-
premacy. In 2024, Chinese exports to the U.S.
tripled American exports to China. In trade
with the European Union, China exports twice
as much as it imports.'? China’s trade surplus
for the past year was 1.2 trillion U.S. dollars - a
record set despite Trump’s tariffs.

A multipolar present?

China’s economic power, which has been out-
lined here only in broad strokes, has led many
commentators to speak of a “multipolar”
world order even at this early stage. However,
this is a complex matter, as a look at the cur-
rentsituation in the Middle East demonstrates.
Despite the apparent lack of planning, U.S. ac-
tion against the Iranian regime demonstrates
that, at least in military terms, the United
States remains the only superpower capable
of projecting its power far beyond its own bor-
ders. For various reasons, neither Russia nor
China were willing or able to provide military
assistance to Iran during the airstrikes against
Iran’s nuclear program in June 2025 or against
the Iranian regime in the spring of 2026.%
According to the Stockholm International
Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), the United
States accounted for 33 percent of global mil-
itary spending in 2025. China ranks second
in military spending at 12 percent, Russia at
6.6 percent, followed by Germany at 3.9 per-
cent.* On top of that, the U.S. armed forces
maintain some 750 military facilities and bas-
es all around the world. China, in contrast,
officially has only one military base outside
the People’s Republic, in Djibouti, situated on
the Horn of Africa. It may have a second one
in Cambodia. These figures alone show that
it would be premature to talk about the end
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of American military supremacy. Particularly
in the military sphere, the world remains far
from a truly “multipolar” system of equally
balanced powers. It might be more accurate
to speak of a “multipolarizing” world, in which
actors such as Russia or, above all, China are
increasingly able to establish regional - but
not global - hegemonies to rival the United
States.”

Hugh White, a longtime professor at the
Australian National University and sought-af-
ter security expert, argues along these lines. In
June 2025, he published a lengthy and highly
acclaimed essay, in which he states that secu-
rity policy multipolarity is emerging in both
Europe and East Asia. According to White, Chi-
naisnotonly at least equal to the Soviet Union
asaneconomicrival, but - because its military
security thinking is regionally limited, focusing
mainly on Taiwan and the South China Sea -
it is also an equal to the U.S. on the military
level, to the extent that the U.S. would have to
wage a potential war far from its own shores.
Since China’s shipbuilding capacity already far
exceeds that of the United States, time is on
China’s side. Of course, no-one knows how the
People’s Liberation Army would fare in a war.
The last, brief armed conflict — with Vietnam in
1979 - was rather embarrassing. Today things
are likely to be different.

Rethinking Europe

What should Europe’s role be in a world where
American hegemony and the liberal world or-
der are in decline, yet no alternative form of
unipolarity is in sight? Currently, Germany and
Europe in particular are responding to the up-
heavals of the present day in one way above
all else: military expansion. Few among the
German public are currently interested in an
absence of war that is based on more than the
hoped-for deterrent effect of military power.
Of course, it would be reckless to deny the
facts touched upon in this essay: On the east-
ern border of the political continent known as
Europe, at least since the invasion of Ukraine,
thereis an enemy - Russia. Though Russia was
not always an enemy and need not remain
one, it will continue to be so for the foresee-
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able future. In the West, the United States has
abandoned its role as a benevolent hegemon
- a privilege that was never universal, but
specifically reserved for Europe. The U.S. as-
sumed this role first and foremost for the Fed-
eral Republic of Germany; however, this Cold
War-era commitment must now reinvent itself
in an increasingly post-American world. Look-
ing again and farther to the east, there is Chi-
na - anew-old superpower that has overtaken
Germany as the dominant industrial nation
and left it behind in future technologies. While
all of this may be true, it scarcely scratches the
surface of the multiple challenges confront-
ing Germany and its neighbors: the climate
crisis, the migration issue, the Al revolution,
or the rejection of liberalism within Western
societies. Nevertheless - or perhaps precisely
for these reasons - the question arises as to
whether we might not be able to make more
of the historical moment outlined here than
just a military buildup that seems devoid of
any forward-looking narrative.

Let us start with the military question. The
territorial integrity of European Union mem-
ber states faces no threat from China and is
only abstractly challenged by the U.S. regard-
ing Greenland; it remains, however, credibly
and severely threatened by Russia. Although
defense capabilities are necessary to deter
this Russian threat, Europe’s primary issue is
not one of insufficient funding. It is a problem
of coordination. As economic historian Adam
Tooze has calculated using data from SIPRI,
European NATO members have spent over
three trillion U.S. dollars on defense over the
past decade. That is significantly more than
Russia has spent over the same period. The
key difference, as Tooze points out, is that Rus-
sia possesses a unified and focused defense
production system, whereas Europe’s appara-
tus remains fragmented and inefficient.** Un-
der current conditions, an increase in Europe-
an defense spending primarily means higher
revenues for national and American defense
industries. Yet the goal should be to establish
efficient defense capabilities within existing
budgetary constraints. Nevertheless, shortly
before the June 2025 NATO summit, Alliance
members agreed to raise defense spending to
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5% of GDP by 2035 - with 1.5% earmarked for
critical infrastructure and resilience measures,
a figure that doubles the global average. Ac-
cording to SIPRI, countries not currently in-
volved in a conflict generally spend less than
2% of their GDP on defense.

Within the framework of a militarily integrat-
ed Europe, a strategically autonomous and
non-aligned continent remains a compelling
- and historically rooted - concept for debate.
This concept has long been discussed in Paris,
and the current Spanish government is taking
steps in that direction. However, Berlin is re-
luctant to follow.

Thus the Spanish prime minister Pedro San-
chez, unlike the German governments, was
quick to voice strong doubts about whether
the war in Gaza was in line with internation-
al law. The message coming from Madrid is
likely to go down better with the global ma-
jority. Spain also spoke out early on against
the war in Iran, which violates international
law and makes no sense politically, while Ger-

A political strategy based on historical realities
should be geared toward managing decline

with dignity and fitting into a world order that
is still taking shape, rather than toward

cultural conflict and old fantasies of superiority

man Chancellor Friedrich Merz referred to it as
“dirty work” that the U.S. and Israel were doing
on behalf of the West back in June 2025.

And on the quintessential issue of the fu-
ture, too, the social democratic government
in Madrid is one step ahead of the European
mainstream. Renewable energy makes up a
larger share of electricity production in Spain
than in Germany, and Spain uses much less
coal in its energy supply than Germany.*” The
crisis in the Strait of Hormuz has once again
underlined the need for the energy transition.

As for the stance toward China, Prime Min-
ister Sdnchez gave a speech at the prestigious
Tsinghua University in Beijing in which he
managed to frame a pointed critique of Si-
no-European relations in a way that was like-
ly to strike a chord with Chinese government
officials rather than hurting anyone’s pride.
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Sanchez acknowledged the reality of a world
that is becoming multipolar, recognized Chi-
na as the great power it has always been for
most of its history, and praised China’s rhe-
torical advocacy for a multilateral and rules-
based world. However, Sdnchez noted, with
regard to Russia’s economic dependence on
China, Beijing must use its power responsibly
and do more to end the wars of the present.
Beside the closeness of Russian-Chinese re-
lations, the second major European prob-
lem with China is the enormous trade deficit.
Sanchez addressed this too, as a structural
problem that must be resolved on the path
to improved relations, while holding out the
prospect of growing cooperation in the ener-
gy transition.'

A new narrative

The idea of Europe only briefly outlined here,
centering on non-alignment and non-aggres-
sion while maintaining a defense capability,
could lead to avision for the future that would
be appropriate for a post-Western world. A
political strategy based on historical realities
should be geared toward managing decline
with dignity and fitting into a world order
that is still taking shape, rather than toward
cultural conflict and old fantasies of superior-
ity.’* Here we can learn from the world outside
the West. The countries of Southeast Asia, in
particular, have long excelled at balancing
U.S. and Chinese influence, securing optimal
outcomes for themselves while consistently
prioritizing non-military conflict resolution.?®
This vision of the future is neither radical-
ly pacifist nor is it hawkish. Yet there is little
indication that it will gain much traction in
Germany. Politicians are trying to bridge the
gap between rhetoric and war-fighting capa-
bility by ramping up military spending. The
opposite would be better: adjusting the tone
to match one’s own capabilities. A military
buildup without a positive vision of the future
could, in retrospect, turn out to be prepara-
tion for war. Developing a vision of the future
for a world worth living in after the end of
Western hegemony is one of the most urgent
policy tasks of our time.
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HOW RUSSIA
COULD ESCALATE ITS
WAR ON EUROPE

Abstract

This article examines the conditions and operational logic under
which Russia could escalate military aggression against Europe-

an NATO member states. Drawing on the Sahaidachnyi Security
Center’s Denied War research and the Everywhere War Tracker,
the authors argue that prevailing Western threat assessments,

based on quantitative force-generation methodologies and timelines,
systematically underestimate the qualitative and strategic dimen-
sions of Russian capabilities and intent, respectively. The analysis
demonstrates that Europe is already not in a state of peace: ongoing
sub-threshold activities including cyber operations, infrastructure
sabotage, airspace violations, and cognitive warfare constitute
sequential phases of operational environment preparation consistent
with Russian military doctrine. The article further identifies critical
asymmetries in new-generation warfare capabilities, particularly in
air offense capabilities, unmanned systems, electronic warfare, and
attrition-based tactics, that render European militaries structurally
underprepared relative to the threat. Five geostrategic scenarios are
assessed, with the Suwalki Gap seizure identified as the operationally
most plausible. The authors conclude that deterrence depends less on
aggregate military potential than on perceived Western unity, and
that Europe should reorient its preparedness logic toward a strategic

environment in which the peace/war boundary is already indistinct.
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Introduction

When discussing a potential Russian at-
tack against a NATO member state, the years
2029-2030 are increasingly treated as critical
milestones. German military and intelligence
assessments, along with multiple European
forecasts, suggest that by the end of the dec-
ade Russia could regenerate sufficient military
capacity to challenge NATO directly. Yet focus-
ing excessively on these dates risks creating a
false sense of certainty. Strategic timelines are
not determined by force generation alone. As
Jana Puglierin argues, state behavior emerges
from the interaction of intentions, capabilities,
and perceived opportunities.! The key ques-
tion is therefore not simply when Russia will
be militarily ready, but when Moscow may per-
ceive conditions as sufficiently favorable.

The assumption that Russia requires sev-
eral more years before contemplating a di-
rect confrontation with NATO rests largely on
quantitative calculations, which resemble
miscalculations of 2021 and early 2022. While
Russian forces have suffered enormous casual-
ties and equipment losses, the Kremlin’s logic
of power grab adds qualitative variables. The
Russian regime needs achievements that can
be presented as a victory and that may not be
significant territorial gains in Ukraine or NATO
states but strategic objectives like dismantling
the Alliance through exposing its disunity and
unpreparedness.

Russia struggles to move beyond villages
like Mala Tokmachka in Ukraine — where fight-
ing has dragged on longer than the legendary
siege of Carthage — but it can nonetheless
succeed in disrupting Trans-Atlantic relations
and meddling with political elites’ and pop-
ulations” opinions on defense and geopoli-
tics. Moreover, its provocations against NATO
states - e.g., violations of Polish or Romanian
airspace - exposed a complete lack of prepar-
edness to respond to new challenges and may
motivate Russia to go all-in much earlier than
experts expect. Despite heavy losses in man-
power, the Kremlin may organize mobilization
after the autumn elections in Russia, while we
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are already witnessing the rebirth of the Rus-
sian army, an army that is trained in modern
warfare and insensitive to human losses -
something European armies are lacking.

Hence, two opposing conclusions can be
drawn. The first is skepticism about Russia’s
ability to threaten NATO militarily amid mod-
est results of the so-called “special military
operation”. The second is that the Kremlin may
conclude it is time to pursue a larger strategic
prize: not another costly march toward Kyiv,
but the weakening or effective dismantling of
NATO’s cohesion which will be a major sym-
bolic triumph, perfectly aligned with Russia’s
geopolitical objectives in the present circum-
stances, especially the U.S.s primary focus on
China and grudge against NATO because of
weak support in the war with Iran. Moreover,
should the U.S. and China engage in conflict,
Russia will immediately expand its aggression
in its sphere of interest — which is the European
post-Soviet space and beyond.

Russia is already at war with
Europe

One of the main flaws in debates about Rus-
sia is the persistent assumption that Europe
currently exists in a state of peace — or, if not
peace, then at least not in a state of war. The
Sahaidachnyi Security Center’s Everywhere War
Tracker’ (screenshot below) clearly demon-
strates the opposite because even the kinetic
elements of war are simmering. Moreover, Rus-
sian military thought increasingly conceptual-
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izes conflict as a continuum in which political,
informational, economic, cyber, and kinetic
instruments operate simultaneously rather
than sequentially. In the Denied War report,
based on research by the Sahaidachnyi Securi-
ty Center think tank®, we argue that, fully in line
with Russian authentic fighting doctrine, Mos-
cow considers hybrid activities not as substi-
tutes ora distinct type of a war but rather a con-
crete stage of environment-shaping operations
preparing conditions for later military action.

An important part of the environment shap-
ing is also cognitive — or mental* as Russia
calls it - warfare. Russia sees itself in a civili-
zational confrontation and thus an existential
war, where only one mindset can prevail while
the other one should become extinct. Overall,
while Russia might plan to restore its Soviet-
time influence in Europe, it aims higher - at
destroying the mindset of democratic societies
and dismantling the European project, which
will be a Russian strategic victory even amid
little or no territory gains.

Evidence increasingly supports this interpre-
tation. The Everywhere War Tracker documents
a broad range of sub-threshold incidents
across Europe, including cyber operations,
maritime intrusions, sabotage activities, air-
space violations, GPS interference, and critical
infrastructure disruptions. Rather than being
isolated events, their cumulative trajectory
demonstrates both quantitative growth and
qualitative evolution.

The Denied War report also observes a clear
transition from early-stage “noise” to the oper-
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ational preparation of the environment since
mid-2023 in Russian sub-threshold activities.
Activities have evolved from influence oper-
ations, disinformation campaigns, and spo-
radic cyber harassment toward infrastructure
disruptions, activities of dedicated sabotage
networks, electronic warfare attacks, airspace
violations and systematic reconnaissance of
strategic facilities.

Drone activity illustrates this transformation
particularly clearly. Initially perceived largely
as provocative actions, repeated UAV incur-
sions over strategic sites, military facilities, and
critical infrastructure may increasingly serve
military purposes beyond signaling alone.

One of the greatest analytical weaknesses

in Western threat assessment is the persistent
expectation that a future confrontation

with Russia will resemble twentieth-century
models of conventional war

Gatheringintelligence, mappinginfrastructure,
testing air defense, identifying vulnerabilities,
collecting targeting data, and testing response
times represent functions associated with op-
erational planning.

Seen from this perspective, Russia may not
be preparing for war against Europe. It may al-
ready be conducting one. The primary uncer-
tainty is not about whether hostilities exist, but
where the threshold into undeniable military
confrontation ultimately lies.

From sub-threshold to
undeniable war:
an operational scenario

One of the greatest analytical weaknesses in
Western threat assessment is the persistent
expectation that a future confrontation with
Russia will resemble twentieth-century mod-
els of conventional war. Instead, Russia will
attack differently. It will most likely synthe-
size its traditional strategic doctrine with the
newly acquired operational experience and
new-generation warfare capabilities forged in
Ukraine. While European militaries observe
these individual components - drone swarms,
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adaptive electronic warfare, dense real-time
tactical kill-web, dispersed combined-arms
ground maneuver, unmanned logistics and
other things - on the Ukrainian battlefield, they
fundamentally misjudge how this lethal algo-
rithm will be synchronized and applied directly
against NATO territory.

The Denied War report argues that the transi-
tion to war will not manifest as a sudden mech-
anized blitzkrieg across a border. Rather, it will
unfold through a highly orchestrated opera-
tional pathway designed to blind, paralyze, and
bleed the defender before large-scale ground
combat even begins. If activated, this opera-
tional pathway would likely unfold across four
integrated phases.

The first phase is actually the transition from
sub-threshold to full-scale overt hostilities.
After achieving the initial objective of desen-
sitization - conditioning allied nations to a
baseline of sub-threshold friction so that the
crisis feels routine - the threshold into open
conflict will be crossed with coordinated cyber
and cyber-physical sabotage against critical
infrastructure combined with cognitive / infor-
mation operations to induce systemic shock
- a manufactured sensation that “everything
is collapsing”. Activated sleeper cells and deni-
able networks would attempt to target power
grids, offshore energy infrastructure, subsea
cables and optical fiber backbones (the “achil-
les heel” of the Nordic-Baltic region), and dis-
able railway junctions. Crucially, port facilities
would be prioritized for sabotage to explicitly
hinder the arrival of NATO reinforcements and
induce logistical chaos. Drone-enabled sab-
otage operations against energy and military
infrastructure, including NATO air bases, mod-
eled on the Ukrainian “Spiderweb” operation®,
will be likely waged using tanker fleets and
pre-disposed sleeper cells throughout the Eu-
ropean continent.

At the almost synchronous second phase,
Russia would launch a comprehensive, mul-
ti-domain air offensive targeting operational
depth. Russia stockpiles and continues to pro-
duce an enormous mass of cruise and ballis-
tic missiles. The Iskander-M tactical ballistic
missile system (200+ deposit and 60 units pro-
duced per month)® presents a particular men-
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ace as Europe has no immunity to it except for
limited U.S.-exported Patriot PAC-3 arsenal. Its
500 km range allows it to cover any target in
Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, and parts of Poland,
Germany, and Sweden. Moscow also recently
started mass-producing a 1000-km Iskander
modification’ that can reach most of Europe.
The Denied War report points to the fact of par-
ticular concentration of these systems within
the 152nd Missile Brigade in the Kaliningrad ex-
clave, along with “Uragan” and “Smerch” Mul-
tiple Lauch Rocket Systems within the 244th
Artillery Brigade.

However, the air campaign would move be-
yond traditional missiles to heavily incorporate
cheap and scalable long- and medium-range
platforms: massed Geran/Gerber family fixed-
wing UAVs, loitering munitions, UAV “mother-
ships” with autonomous kamikaze munitions
and mining assets, and automated relay sys-
tems designed to degrade command nodes
and coastal logistics. A primary strategic objec-
tive during this phase is the preemptive neu-
tralization of NATO’s high-end strategic plat-
forms and airpower on the ground. While the
success of this effort remains uncertain given
NATO’s dispersal and physical protection meas-
ures, relying entirely on the assumption of un-
questioned Western standalone air dominance
is a dangerous gamble. Ukraine and Iran cases
studies suggest that hybrid approaches com-
bining massed unmanned systems and tradi-
tional airpower can severely challenge legacy
aviation doctrines.

On the next phase, assuming Western air-
borne and naval assets survive and respond,
Russia’s strategy relies on extreme asset disper-
sal and the establishment of a localized, high-
ly lethal engagement area. This 40+ kilometer
deep “kill zone” would be rendered virtually im-
penetrable to allied electronic assets. It relies
on the mass deployment of unmanned systems
crews integrated with layered ground-based
air defenses. Advanced EW would suppress
defender communications and networked sys-
temswhile preserving safe, frequency-hopping,
and fiber-optic command links for Russian forc-
es. Operating within this bubble, highly expe-
rienced, dispersed teams of drone operators,
akin to Russia’s “Rubikon” drone unit, would
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systematically dismantle near-rear logistics
and suppress any first-line strongholds.

Subsequently, once situational awareness is
shattered and the kill zone established, Russian
ground forces would advance on the ground.
But instead of massive armored columns, this
phase would rely on legions of tactical mi-
cro-groups operating under the autonomous,
terminal-guidance cover of FPV drones and
other lethal systems. While they could advance
rapidly if facing an unprepared target, their
default approach would be the methodical,
creeping advance mastered in Ukraine to seize
and hold key nodes. Once territory is taken, a
fortified physical and electromagnetic bubble
is erected to paralyze sustained counterattacks.

This final stage would likely be territorial an-
choring. Russian planners understand they can-
not win a full-scale long-range and long-last-
ing technological standoff with the West. By
forcing the conflict into a protracted, bloody,
close-quarters ground war on NATO soil, Russia
seeks to exploit Europe’s lowest threshold: its
societal intolerance for high human casualties.
The political purpose will be not to seize big
territories but to humiliate NATO and politically
destroy it by proving it incapable.

Within such an operational scenario, assess-
ing the balance of power through the raw cal-
culus of legacy mechanized brigades is danger-
ously obsolete. The true metrics of readiness
and deterrence now dictate a shift in focus
toward affordable precision mass and agile
electronic warfare on both the strategic and
tactical level, layered air defense incorporating
counter-UAS systems, resilient command and
control, and highly adaptive last-mile logistics
considering fusion in lethality between the
frontline and rear.

Geostrategic scenarios of
potential Russian aggression

The Suwalki gambit

Among the scenarios examined in The Denied
War, the seizure of the Suwatki Gap appears
as either the most plausible option or the in-
dispensable part of all other broader options.
The 65-km corridor (linear distance) between
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Belarus and Kaliningrad (linear distance) rep-
resents both Russian and NATO’s principal
geographic vulnerability in the Baltic region.
Its seizure would isolate the Baltic states from
land reinforcement and create a limited terri-
torial objective capable of generating dispro-
portionate strategic effects. At the same time,
from Moscow’s perspective, its existence pos-
es a permanent of a blockade of Kaliningrad
by NATO forces, given the Alliance decides to
do so, which could severely constrain Russia’s
subsequent options. Only control of the Su-
watki Gap mitigates this risk. Otherwise, in any
broader conventional war, a combined land
and naval blockade remains a plausible Allied
response. This strategic weakness explains
why Russia is almost certainly planning its in-
itial moves around securing the Suwatki Gap.

Full-scale regional war in the Baltics

A large-scale Russian offensive against the
Baltic states would integrate simultaneous
operations across land, sea, air, cyber, and
space domains, leveraging advanced technol-
ogies such as massed missile-drone strikes,
drone swarms, electronic warfare, and naval
drones. On the ground, it would involve mul-
ti-axis advances from Belarus, with primary
emphasis on seizing the Suwatki Corridor, in
an effort to rapidly paralyze the defense of the
entire region and demonstrate full-scale war
with NATO.

Russia’s strategic culture favors ambitious,
high-risk operations over limited objectives.
As seen in the 2022 invasion of Ukraine, where
Moscow launched simultaneous advances on
multiple axes rather than concentrating on
more achievable goals like the Donbas, the
Kremlin often opts for maximalist gambles.
This pattern, combined with Putin’s apparent
overconfidence in its military power (bred by
misleading victorious reports from his gen-
erals), makes a broad offensive aimed at the
rapid capitulation of Estonia, Latvia, and Lith-
uania a credible contingency.
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Gotland / Saaremaa /
Hiiumaa seizure

The Denied War report considers independent
Russian operations against Gotland and some
strategic islands in the Baltic Sea relatively un-
likely. However, within a broader regional con-
flict these islands could become supporting
objectives. The strategic objective would be
to create a strong Anti-Access/Area Denial (A2/
AD) zone using anti-ship missiles, air defens-
es, and aerial and naval drone capabilities.
This would block NATO naval reinforcements,
isolate the Baltic states, and provide leverage
for diplomatic ultimatums. However, opera-
tional risks are substantial. As demonstrated
by coastal and island operations in the Rus-
so-Ukrainian war, particularly Snake Island, an
exposed garrison without secure, redundant
logistics is highly vulnerable to isolation and
eventual destruction. In the contested waters
of the central Baltic, Russia cannot guarantee
sustained supply lines. Consequently, any
force deployed to these islands would lack
strategic depth and could be systematically
neutralized by NATO at a time of its choosing.

Arctic escalation

The probability of a Russian attack on the
the Svalbard archipelago depends heavily
on the broader strategic context. As a stan-
dalone “limited invasion” it ranks among the
least likely scenarios. However, in the event
of a full-scale war in the Baltic region, a con-
current operation against Svalbard becomes
highly probable as a secondary theater. Rus-
sia would likely seek to transform the archi-
pelago into a forward base for air defenses,
anti-ship missiles, radars, and drone opera-
tions. This would extend its A2/AD coverage
across the North Atlantic, interdict NATO re-
inforcements, and divert Allied air and naval
assets away from the primary theater. Military
planning, as observed in recent “Zapad” exer-
cises,® points to a coup de main operation: a
surprise amphibious landing under the cover
of naval drills, preceded by large-scale missile
and drone strikes on Norwegian airfields and
ports. Russia’s Kola Peninsula bastion, strate-
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gic bombers, and submarine fleet provide a
strong foundation for this initial phase.

Attack on Finland and Norway

According to the Denied War report, this re-
mains the least probable scenario, bordering
on unrealistic as a primary operation. It would
involve a direct ground offensive from Mur-
mansk into Finnmark (Norway) or from Petro-
zavodsk toward Joensuu and Rovaniemi in
Finnish Lapland and Karelia. The theoretical
aim would be to establish a defensive buffer
protecting Russia’s Kola Peninsula nuclear
submarine bastions and securing dominance
over the Barents Sea. Although open-source
intelligence shows Russian military construc-
tion near the Finnish border, including new
divisions and an army corps in Karelia, these
efforts appear primarily defensive. They are
intended to secure Russia’s northern flank
while its main forces are engaged elsewhere,
rather than to support large-scale territorial
conquest. The allocated forces are inadequate
for seizing and holding vast, difficult terrain
against determined resistance.

Is Russia capable of attacking
Europe?

Current battlefield tensions may actively stim-
ulate a limited attack against a NATO mem-
ber state. For instance, the Kremlin’s calculus
could involve leveraging this escalation to
demand an immediate cessation of Western
support for Ukraine in exchange for halting its
aggression. Recent Russian actions confirm
this operational groundwork, notably Vladimir
Putin’s decree authorizing the use of Russian
armed forces abroad under the pretext of pro-
tecting Russian citizens,” which coincided with
a disinformation campaign against the Baltic
states inside Russia.*

Russian military capabilities should not be
underestimated. Ukrainetoday representsone
of the most fortified and combat-experienced
military environments in the world. Years of
battlefield adaptation have transformed it
into a highly lethal battlespace saturated with
drones, electronic warfare systems, precision
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fires, and extensive defensive engineering. Yet
Europe does not necessarily present the same
challenge.

Paradoxically, despite NATO’s aggregate
superiority built for the previous-generation
warfare, Europe may represent an easier
target than Ukraine under the evolving cir-
cumstances. Firstly, European rearmament
remains slower than the threat environment
demands. Despite major announcements,
military procurement cycles continue to op-
erate on peacetime timelines while Russian
industry increasingly functions under wartime
conditions.

Secondly, it is not about stockpiles alone,
but primarily about the new military technol-
ogy and personnel skilled to use it for fighting
the new-generation war. European militar-
ies must avoid the trap of comparing them-
selves to Russia or assuming their potential
response would mirror the fierce resistance
currently demonstrated by Ukraine. After four
years of high-intensity war, both Russia and
Ukraine have not only accumulated colossal
combat experience but have also forged the
foundational capabilities of a new generation
of unmanned, algorithmic war of attrition.
These capabilities remain either non-existent
orin their infancy across Europe. This gap will
grant Russia exponentially higher tactical ca-
pabilities and an asymmetric advantage on a
European battlefield. For European armies, a
direct clash would not resemble the grinding,
prolonged battle for a village like Mala Tok-
machka; instead, it would likely feature a rapid
Russian advance dozens of kilometers deep,
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accompanied by the immediate deployment
of highly lethal kill zones.

Multiple Ukrainian red teaming exercises
and theoretical wargames have exposed these
vulnerabilities.!* Yet they have shown not only
a lack of preparedness among European ar-
mies, but also political hesitation and disuni-
ty in times of crisis. Ukraine has become the
world’s largest laboratory for modern warfare,
forcing continuous adaptation in drone em-
ployment, electronic warfare, targeting cycles,
distributed operations, and battlefield innova-
tion. Many European militaries remain at an
earlier stage of this adaptation process.

Thirdly, threat perception across Europe re-
mains fragmented. Northern and Eastern flank
countries increasingly perceive Russia as a

While European societies have demonstrated
substantial solidarity with Ukraine,
supporting a partner under attack and
accepting direct military risks are
fundamentally different political choices

long-term existential challenge, while parts of
Central, Southern and Western Europe often
prioritize other security concerns. Moreover,
decades of relative peace have shaped strate-
gic cultures emphasizing crisis management
over societal mobilization. While European
societies have demonstrated substantial soli-
darity with Ukraine, supporting a partner un-
der attack and accepting direct military risks
are fundamentally different political choices.
Protests against the return of conscription in
Germany is one such example.

Fourth, uncertainty surrounding the United
States, which has itself become bogged down
in the war against Iran and seems unwilling
to challenge China over Taiwan, introduces
another variable into Russian calculations.
Perceptions of declining willingness to sus-
tain extensive commitments abroad, strategic
prioritization of the Indo-Pacific, and political
debates regarding NATO obligations may al-
ter Moscow’s assessment of risks and oppor-
tunities. Article 5 has always depended not
only on legal commitments but on political
resolve.
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Ultimately, assessing the Russian threat
is not a matter of prophecy - a simplistic bi-
nary of whether Russia will attack Europe or
not. Ukrainian long-standing experience of its
antagonistic relationships with Russia shows
that the latter has a long-standing strategic
culture that prioritizes playing the long game.
It shapes the operational environment well
in advance, getting ready to strike wherever
favorable windows of opportunity allow it to,
and is significantly less likely to act if those
windows remain closed. Therefore, without
exaggeration, the higher Europe’s level of pre-
paredness for an attack, the lower the proba-
bility of that aggression occurring.

The question therefore is not whether Rus-
sia can export the war against Ukraine further
into Europe. The question is how the Kremlin
may plan to do so.

Conclusion

Debates about a future Russian attack on Eu-
rope often oscillate between two extremes.
One school argues that Russia’s poor battle-
field performance in Ukraine, mounting eco-
nomic pressures, and immense casualties
make a direct confrontation with NATO im-
probable. Another sees an almost inevitable
countdown toward war by 2029-2030. Both
perspectives risk oversimplifying a much more
complex reality.

The question is not whether Russia is weak
or strong in absolute terms. The question is
whether Russia may identify a favorable com-
bination of intentions, capabilities, and op-
portunities.

The evidence increasingly suggests that
Moscow is systematically generating options.
The Denied War report demonstrates that
Russian military thinking does not separate
sub-threshold activities from conventional
conflict but treats them as sequential com-
ponents of a unified campaign. Current ac-
tivities across Europe increasingly resemble
operational preparation of the environment
rather than isolated acts of pressure. Con-
sidered separately, they do not necessarily
indicate military escalation, but collectively
suggest the gradual shaping of conditions un-
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der which escalation could occur if perceived
opportunities emerge.

Furthermore, Russia’s threat should not
be measured primarily by counting tanks,
aircraft, or divisions. The war in Ukraine has
demonstrated that numerical comparisons
increasingly fail to capture the evolving char-
acter of warfare. Russia has adapted faster
than many expected in several critical do-
mains. It has transformed large portions of its
military into a system built around unmanned
technologies, electronic warfare, long-range
precision strikes, dispersed operations, and
high tolerance for attrition. At the same time,
it has continued integrating military and
non-military instruments into a single strate-
gic logic.

Europe faces a different challenge. Despite
possessing considerable aggregate econom-
ic and military potential, adaptation remains
uneven. Rearmament is accelerating but often
still follows peacetime rhythms and outdated
prioritization logic. Threat perceptions differ
significantly among member states. Strategic
cultures developed during decades of relative
peace continue influencing societal and polit-
ical willingness to accept risk. Many European
militaries remain in the early stages of adapt-
ing to the lessons emerging from Ukraine.

Most importantly, deterrence depends not
only on capabilities but on perceptions. Mos-
cow does not require certainty of success. It
only requires sufficient doubt regarding West-
ern unity and response.

If this is correct, Europe should prepare not
simply for the possibility of Russian aggres-
sion, but for a strategic environment in which
the distinction between peace and war has al-
ready become increasingly difficult to identify.
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THE EU AS A SECURITY
AND MILITARY ACTOR
IN UNCERTAIN TIMES:

CAUGHT IN THE
EXPECTATIONS-
CAPABILITIES GAP?

Abstract

Caught between the Russian threat and American retrench-
ment, expectations are increasingly directed toward the EU,
which is expected to assume responsibility for ensuring security
in Europe. However, in its current institutional form the EU
would be overwhelmed by this task. Three models of European
security are therefore currently under discussion: (a) a leap in
EU integration, (b) the formation of a core group, and (c) func-
tional and minilateral cooperation under the umbrella of a Euro-
peanized NATO. All three models have advantages, but each also
entails significant risks. Replacing the leadership provided by

the indispensable superpower remains an unresolved challenge.

Author: Matthias Dembinski

It has become a truism that Europe must take
responsibility for its own security. Caught be-
tween the enduring Russian threat and Amer-
ican MAGA nationalism, including the associ-
ated tendencies toward retrenchment, Europe
appears to have little alternative. Yet there is
still no convincing answer to the pressing
question of how this can be achieved. Three
models are currently under discussion: (a) A
leap in integration toward a common Euro-
pean security and defense policy, including
a European army. (b) A strengthening of insti-
tutionalized intergovernmental cooperation
among large and willing states through either
a core group or a European Security Council.
(c) A Europeanization of NATO’s intergovern-
mental structures, with the European mem-
bers shoulderingthe lion’s share of the burden
while the United States contributes, at most,
certain core capabilities such as nuclear deter-
rence. This article focuses on the first model
and only briefly discusses the other two. To
provide a clearer understanding of the chal-
lenges involved, it begins by briefly outlining
the threat environment, the EU’s modest re-
cord as a security actor, and the contributions
the United States has thus far made to Europe-
an defense - contributions that Europe would
ultimately have to replace.

The point of departure

No one knows what form the Russian threat
will take after the end of the war in Ukraine.
Yet because all trust has been destroyed, and
because Russia is unlikely to accept its de
facto exclusion from Europe, the threat sce-
narios developed by Western intelligence ser-
vices and observers are, of necessity, based
on worst-case assumptions. According to
these scenarios, Russia could be capable of
launching an attack within eight to ten years
after the end of the war.? The key variable in
these scenarios is Russia’s projected military
capabilities. The most straightforward indica-
tor of these capabilities is defense spending.
According to calculations by the International
Institute for Strategic Studies, the increase in
Russian defense spending has now leveled off,
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with Russia currently devoting 7.3 percent of
its gross domestic product (GDP) to defense.
Measured in exchange-rate terms, this cor-
responds to expenditure of 186.2 billion U.S.
dollars. The five European states with the larg-
est defense budgets - Germany, the United
Kingdom, France, Italy and Poland - together
spend 344.9 billion U.S. dollars. All European
NATO member states now spend more than
2 percent of GDP on defense. Financial re-
sources in Europe, then, are amply available.
Nevertheless, for two reasons this comparison
gives no grounds for reassurance. First, Russia
can purchase more military capability for each
dollar spent than European states can. Calcu-
lated on the basis of purchasing power parity,
Russian expenditure amounts to 523.6 billion
U.S. dollars.? To be sure, comparisons based
on purchasing power parity are unreliable,
and European states’ defense spending will
continue to rise in the coming years. Second,
however, Russia has another strategic advan-
tage: itis a state with a single political will and
a single chain of command. The EU, by con-
trast, consists of 27 small and medium-sized
states with 27 separate political wills; moreo-
ver, its military and defense-industrial struc-
tures remain fragmented along national lines.

The EU is virtually omnipresent as a global
actor on the world stage. As a regulatory and
normative power, it sets standards. As a diplo-
matic power, it coordinates closely with strate-
gic partners and other regional organizations.
As a development and trade-policy power
that also converts its economic weight into
political influence through sanctions, export
controls and other trade-policy instruments,
it significantly shapes the range of options
available to other states. Nevertheless, the
EU is different from, and behaves differently
from, states of comparable size. It is a world
power sui generis and is best understood as
a bureaucratic actor. Its internal institutional
structures translate into a distinctive pattern
of external behavior. Because decision-mak-
ing procedures in the Common Foreign and
Security Policy are consensus-based, and be-
cause security-policy bureaucracies have de-
veloped since the European Council’s Helsinki
summit in 1999, the EU acts in a distinctively
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rule-oriented and path-dependent manner.
By contrast, it lacks an institution that Max
Weber had already identified as the true bear-
er of politics, namely a leader who is capable
of making swift and decisive decisions, who
can prioritize objectives and deploy the in-
struments of power rapidly and with focus.*
For this reason, the EU is also described in the
literature as an astrategic power.° Compared
with states, it has both advantages and disad-
vantages. It acts more slowly, but is also more

In normal times, the Union’s
advantages carry greater weight.
In stormy times, it has a problem

predictable. It only exercises coercive power
to avery limited extent, but is less likely to be-
come entangled in risky adventures. In normal
times, its advantages carry greater weight. In
stormy times, it has a problem.

The implicit comparison with states is re-
flected in a long-diagnosed gap between ex-
pectations placed on the EU and its actual
capabilities. This applies in particular to the
EU as a security and defense actor. At the
very beginning of the wars of Yugoslav dis-
solution, Jacques Poos, then Luxembourg’s
foreign minister and president of the Council,
proclaimed that this was the hour of the EU,
not that of the Americans. Thirty years later, its
representatives promise that the EU will learn
the language of power and develop into a geo-
political actor.

This stands in contrast to a rather modest
record. The Helsinki Headline Goal adopt-
ed at the 1999 European Council summit in
Helsinki envisaged the capacity to deploy a
60,000-strong force, but this capability was
never even remotely achieved. The far more
modest EU Battlegroups - two units of roughly
1,000 troops each - were never deployed, de-
spite numerous opportunities to do so. The
numerous CSDP missions, for which member
states provide personnel on an ad hoc basis,
also became progressively less robust over
time. Most operations were civilian in nature;
in recent years, the few military missions have
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served almost exclusively to train the armed
forces of third countries. Observers also note
that efficiency leaves much to be desired.
This even applies to defense-industrial co-
operation. Despite the numerous initiatives
launched by the European Commission over
recent decades, the complaint remains much
the same today: fragmented defense markets
generate substantial additional costs, which,
according to a recent estimate by the Euro-
pean Parliamentary Research Service, amount
to between 24 billion and 75 billion euros
annually.® Responsibility for this lies with the
member states themselves: they insist on their
sovereignty and take a broad view of the ex-
emptions for military goods from internal mar-
ket rules laid down in Article 346 of the Treaty
on the Functioning of the European Union.
There are also concerns that the Commission’s
2025 program, dubbed “ReArm Europe” and
designed to mobilize up to 800 billion euros for
defense, will do little to break this pattern.

In the field of collective defense and within
NATO, the United States has so far provided
strategic leadership, cohesion and military ca-
pabilities. The United States acted as the he-
gemonic power, taking the interests of small-

Inthe field of collective defense and
within NATO, the United States

has so far provided strategic leadership,
cohesion and military capabilities

er members into account while setting the
course that others generally followed willingly.
The United States dominates the institution-
al architecture of NATO’s military wing. The
United States also contributes public goods in
the form of five brigades stationed in Europe,
substantial reinforcement forces, core military
capabilities such as satellite-based recon-
naissance and, above all, nuclear deterrence.
Replacing the material contributions of the
United States alone would require substantial
additional expenditure.” The institutional role
of the United States is even harder to replace.
Models of European defense should therefore
be assessed by the extent to which, and how
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effectively, they can replace the strategic lead-
ership and military capabilities that the Unit-
ed States has so far provided in the face of the
continuing threat.

The first model: a truly
Common European Security
and Defense Policy

The basic idea behind this model is straight-
forward: within a group of many small and
medium-sized states, hegemonic leadership
by a large state can best be replaced through
deeperintegration of military and defense-in-
dustrial structures. Such integration would
not only enhance military interoperability
and combat effectiveness but, through the
resulting economies of scale, also improve
defense-industrial efficiency. The EU Com-
missioner for Defense and Space, Andrius
Kubilius, illustrates this basic idea with a hy-
pothetical question: Would the United States
be militarily stronger if it had 50 armies, 50
separate procurement systems and 50 de-
fense industries? If the answer is no, then the
implications for Europe are obvious.®
Unsurprisingly, this model enjoys support
above all among economists.® Representa-
tives of other disciplines, however, also re-
gard crises as drivers of integration and be-
lieve that immense external pressure makes
aleapinintegration both necessary and pos-
sible. According to opinion polls, such a leap
inintegration would be welcomed by publics
in many EU countries, not least in Germany.
In Germany, an absolute majority supports
the idea that security should in future be
guaranteed by a European army. Even in Po-
land, 37 percent of respondents favor Euro-
pean solutions, while only 29 percent prefer
the North Atlantic option and 24 percent the
national option.’ In the political sphere, the
debate over a European army gained mo-
mentum during the first Trump administra-
tion. Among its most prominent proponents
were German political leaders such as Angela
Merkel and, the then defense minister, Ursula
von der Leyen.* Since the first Trump admin-
istration, the European Commission has also
promoted deeper defense cooperation un-
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der slogans such as “European sovereignty,”
without specifying in concrete terms what a
leap in integration in this area would entail.
The proposal put forward by Andrius Kubil-
ius to establish a standing European force
of around 100,000 troops likewise remains
vague on key questions.*

There is a reason for this vagueness. Inte-
grated military structures presuppose cen-
tralized military and political decision-mak-
ing processes. However, such centralized
decision-making structures could only be
achieved at the cost of a significant transfer
of sovereignty. A thought experiment quickly
makes this clear. If decisions were made by a
collective body such as the European Council
in its current form, each member state could
preserve its sovereignty thanks to the princi-
ple of consensus. At the same time, howev-
er, the common instrument would risk being
paralyzed. To prevent integrated structures
such as a European army from becoming
structurally incapable of deployment, at a
minimum majority voting would be required.
Beyond that, substantial powers would also
have to be delegated to a European actor,
such as the president of the European Coun-
cil. In short, as Kubilius’ hypothetical ques-
tion suggests, close integration of military
structures would have to go hand in hand
with transforming the EU into a state-like en-
tity. Such a trajectory, however, has become
increasingly remote with successive rounds
of enlargement. It is also open to normative
objections. Transferring defense-policy pow-
ers to the EU could not be expected simply
to shift loyalties from the national to the Eu-
ropean level and thereby create the political
and social foundations for a leap in integra-
tion. At best, the democratic quality of such
an institutional structure would leave much
to be desired. At worst, it could trigger pro-
test and fragmentation. Rather than awaken-
ing a European demos, this path could lead
the robust national demoi to see their right to
self-determination as severely curtailed.

As long as the political communities of the
member states remain the building blocks of
the European polity, any restriction of their
capacity for self-determination in the field
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of security and defense policy would there-
fore entail substantial costs. It is therefore
unsurprising that states remain reluctant
to abandon the consensus principle in any
far-reaching way or to vest authority in supra-
national institutions. One example illustrates
this point.

With the Strategic Compass adopted in
March 2022, the member states soughtto give
new impetus to Europe’s faltering defense
policy.?* At the center of the initiative was
the EU Rapid Deployment Capacity (EURDC).
This deployment force, comprising approxi-
mately 5,000 troops, is intended to ensure

Close integration of military structures would have
to go hand in hand with transforming the EU into

a state-like entity. Such a trajectory, however, has
become increasingly remote with successive rounds of
enlargement. It is also open to normative objections

the EU’s military capacity to act in the future.
Under a rotational arrangement, individual
member states commit troops to the force
for one year at a time. This integrative form
of cooperation, however, shares the same
fundamental flaw that prevented the deploy-
ment of the Battlegroups. It is far from certain
that, in a crisis, the states currently contribut-
ing troops would see their national interests
as sufficiently at stake to deploy their sol-
diers under EU command. Because doubts
about this central initiative of the Strategic
Compass evidently exist even among the
heads of state or government, the document
also provides for coalitions of the willing as
a second, less sovereignty-constraining form
of cooperation. The Strategic Compass cites
Article 44 of the Treaty on European Union
as the legal basis: under this provision, the
Council, acting by consensus, would exercise
overall authority over operations conducted
by coalitions of the willing. In referring to co-
alitions of the willing, the Strategic Compass
does little more than acknowledge what has
in any case long been established state prac-
tice. Whether such coalitions would in fact
accept the precautions imposed by Article 44
is, however, highly questionable.
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The Author

Even the Commission now accepts the
reservations surrounding integrated forms
of cooperation in security policy. In a docu-
ment accompanying the 2025 White Paper, it
stated:

“Nothing in the White Paper nor in the Re-
Arm Europe Plan/Readiness 2030 relates to
the foundation of an EU army. This is not an
objective of the European Commission or of
the Union more generally. [...] Furthermore,
all initiatives reflected in the Defence Pack-
age aim at strengthening national Armed
Forces, improving their interoperability in
line with NATO standards.”*

The second model: promoting
cooperation through core groups

The basic idea behind the second model is
equally straightforward: if effective coopera-
tion is difficult in a large group of states with
veto powers and heterogeneous interests, a
differentiated membership structure could
facilitate cooperation. If a small group of
states with similar interests or a similar will-
ingness to integrate were to take the lead and
form a core group or a more exclusive club,
it could generate sufficient pull or leadership
capacity. Proposals for such a defense-fo-
cused core Europe can be found, for exam-
ple, in the work of Wolfgang Ischinger and
Herfried Minkler.”> The idea of a European
Security Council points in a similar direction.
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Angela Merkel and the German government
floated this proposal during the first Trump
administration, though without formulating
it in any detail and without it gaining reso-
nance in Europe.’

Proposals for a core Europe, a Europe of
multiple speeds, or a Europe of concentric
circles have a long history. One of the earli-
est proposals along these lines was put for-
ward by Wolfgang Schauble and Karl Lamers
as early as 1994.17 Their failure to materialize
in the field of foreign and security policy re-
flects underlying structural constraints. One
variant of this model assumes that close
and institutionalized cooperation among
the major states could simulate the hegem-
onic leadership previously provided by the
United States. The obstacles to this variant
are obvious. First, the European countries
excluded from such an exclusive club would
be unlikely to accept a subordinate position.
Second, and more importantly, the club of
major states — which would have to include
at least Germany, France, Poland, the Unit-
ed Kingdom and ltaly - would itself bring
together countries with markedly different
interests, perspectives and strategic cultures.
Wolfgang Ischinger is aware of this problem.
He therefore proposes combining this variant
of core Europe with a second variant. The
second variant would make greater willing-
ness to integrate the criterion for admission
to the exclusive club. Combining the two
variants would therefore require the larger
states to accept a substantial renunciation
of sovereign rights and to support the move
to majority voting. It is unclear, however, why
larger states should be willing to renounce
sovereignty in a smaller circle when they re-
fuse to do so in the larger one.

The third model: functional
cooperation

The third model accepts that responsibility
for security and defense rests with the states
and can only be delegated to a limited extent.
Rather than creating new superstructures
from the top down, it seeks to organize coop-
eration on an intergovernmental basis, mak-
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ing use of existing institutions such as NATO.
Through two mechanisms it seeks to com-
pensate, at least in part, for the leadership
provided by American hegemony: (a) through
joint military planning, exercises and com-
mand structures for collective-defense con-
tingencies, and (b) through closer minilateral
cooperation guided by a functional logic.
Real-world developments are, in fact, mov-
ing in this direction. Observers have identi-
fied an accelerated growth of bilateral and
minilateral cooperation in the fields of secu-
rity policy and the defense-industrial sector
since 2022.*® Here, states with similar inter-
ests, perspectives and strategic cultures co-
operate more closely with one another. In the
field of security policy, examples range from
the interlinking of the German and Dutch ar-
mies and the Franco-German Air Transport
Squadron to looser arrangements such as
the Nordic-Baltic Eight (NB8), to which Po-
land has also moved closer since the change
of government in Warsaw.* This form of func-
tional cooperation is particularly evident in
the defense-industrial sector. The supply side
is characterized by a highly dynamic increase
in mergers and acquisitions among defense
firms, driven by market forces. On the de-
mand side, states with similar interests join
forces to close capability gaps. The ongo-
ing consolidation is thus complemented by
state-negotiated forms of cooperation, such
as the development of long-range precision
weapons under the European Long-Range
Strike Approach (ELSA).?® Under this model,
NATO would serve as the umbrella for this
minilateral and functional cooperation, with
its command structure increasingly shaped
by European states. However, this model also
entails risks. First, bottom-up minilateral de-
fense cooperation could produce a prolifer-
ation of unrelated projects, preventing the
expected economies of scale from material-
izing. Second, functional cooperation could
produce asymmetric patterns in which the
large EU member states build networks of
smaller states around themselves while do-
ing little to cooperate with other large states.
Despite the favorable conditions for cooper-
ation created by shared democratic systems

ETHICS AND ARMED FORCES 01/26

and the single market, divisions within Eu-
rope could therefore deepen.

The future of European defense

After the period of the East-West conflict, the
unipolar moment - the era of American global
hegemony - is also drawing to a close. Europe
is becoming a testing ground for whether se-
curity and stability can be sustained over the
long term even without the indispensable su-
perpower. Two concepts appear less viable:
the idea that American hegemony could be
replaced either through integrative forms of

Real-world developments are moving

in the direction of bilateral and minilateral
cooperation in the fields of security policy
and the defense-industrial sector since 2022

cooperation culminating in a European army
orthrough a core group of states. More likely, a
Europeanized NATO will remain the umbrella
under which functional cooperation contin-
ues to develop. Yet even under this model, key
questions remain unresolved, including nu-
clear deterrence, the role of SACEUR and safe-
guards against the risks of a renationalization
of security policy.
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NON-PROLIFERATION
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AND PROSPECTS

Abstract

Geopolitical tensions, spread of conflicts, and an increased
reliance on nuclear weapons are leading, in many countries, to a
renewed debate about the desirability to develop national nuclear
programmes. Those states have refrained so far from embarking
on such developments, mostly out of respect for the non-prolifera-
tion norm, fear of the economic and political consequences, and to
ensure the preservation of extended deterrence. The recent French
assessment that its nuclear policy could contribute to increase in-
centives to respect the NPT within Europe feeds this logic. In the
French mindset, thinking deterrence with a European dimension
and pooling nuclear and conventional resources from different
partners can significantly contribute to European security and

makes proliferation detrimental to this overarching goal.
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and proliferation temptations

In his speech on nuclear deterrence at llle
Longue, French President Emmanuel Macron
announced that “the coming half-century will
be an age of nuclear weapons.™

Nuclear Weapon States (NWS) are increas-
ingly relying on nuclear weapons to address
the current challenges of the strategic environ-
ment. In recent years, the have been reaffirming
the role of nuclear deterrence in their security
strategies and investing heavily in the modern-
isation of their nuclear forces. But this trend is
alsovisible among Non-Nuclear Weapon States
(NNWS). In South Korea, Turkiye, Saudi Arabia,
Poland, Germany, Ukraine, to name a few, po-
litical leaders have more or less clearly stated
that possessing nuclear weapons could serve
their countries’ security.

Against this backdrop, the international nor-
mative framework, and in particular the Treaty
on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons
(NPT) appears to be a weak barrier against
proliferation temptations. This instrument has
regularly been declared to be in crisis since the
beginning of the century, even if it continues
to demonstrate its resilience since only North
Korea has withdrawn from it to become a nu-
clear-weapon state to this day. Nevertheless,
strategic competition between powers, region-
al conflicts and dysfunctional multilateralism
are creating incentives to launch national nu-
clear programmes, particularly in East Asia, the
Middle East and Europe.

In this context, the strength of the norm re-
mains an important factor in persuading states
to remain NNWS. But there are also other fac-
tors that deter states from proliferating, such
as belonging to an alliance with nuclear guar-
antees, the fear of international isolation, and
the apprehension of military retaliation or pro-
hibitive economic costs - both direct and indi-
rect. These motivations need to be reassessed
in light of the current crisis of multilateralism,
doubts about the credibility of U.S. security
guarantees and the emergence of new security
frameworks, especially in Europe.
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The revival of nuclear
deterrence

Major powers’ reaffirmation
of their nuclear status

In February 2007 Vladimir Putin expressed
Russia’s dissatisfaction with the post-Cold
War international order, denouncing what he
perceived as unfair treatment of his country
and the West’s hegemonic ambitions. The
following vyear, the war in Georgia showed
Russia’s determination to use force to main-
tain some form of control over former Soviet
republics. With the first crisis in Ukraine in
2014-2015 (annexation of Crimea and conflict
in the Donbass), it became clear that Rus-
sia’s interventionism could call into question
the foundations of European security. Russia
demonstrated its intention to use a policy of
“aggressive sanctuarization” with a strong nu-
clear component to alter the borders of a sov-
ereign European state to its own advantage.

In Asia, while there are conceptual debates
as to whether China is a revisionist or revolu-
tionary power, itis clearly opposed to the post-
Cold War international order in the Indo-Pacif-
ic. The main areas of tension are Taiwan, but
also the South China Sea and the land border
with India. More broadly, China explicitly seeks
to reduce the United States’ influence in Asia,
and to establish itself as the world’s leading
superpower. Moreover, while Chinese devel-
opments in the nuclear field had been mod-
est since the 1960s, rapid advances have been
made in recent years, suggesting that Beijing
seeks to establish itself as a leading nuclear
power in the short to medium term.

While during the so-called second nuclear
age (from the end of the Cold War until 2014,
although the classification of nuclear ages
is controversial) certain actors were consid-
ered deviants from the international order
and were referred to as “proliferating” states,
the consolidation of their nuclear forces now
brings them into the equation of deterrence.
Thus, despite the lack of diplomatic recogni-
tion of North Korea’s nuclear status, Western
military staffs no longer simply regard Pyong-
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yang as a proliferation problem but seek to
build deterrence strategies against it. Indeed,
the threat posed by North Korea’s nuclear
strategy has major repercussions for the en-
tire Indo-Pacific defence architecture. This is
also true of the Indo-Pakistani dyad, whose
nuclear rivalry extends beyond the Indian sub-
continent because India is also involved in a
strategic competition with China and some of
its capacity choices reflect larger regional dy-
namics.

Increase of arsenals
The current phenomenon of “nuclear rearma-

ment” goes far beyond traditional moderni-
sation efforts. It is marked by the introduction

The current phenomenon of “nuclear
rearmament”’ goes far beyond
traditional modernisation efforts

of new capabilities that are likely to lead to
greater dependence on nuclear forces, and by
a sharp increase in several arsenals.

The most obvious case is China. Since the
1990s, China has progressively increased its
arsenal while diversifying it (development of
a naval component). In recent years, growth
has been significantly faster. In 2021, the Pen-
tagon told Congress that China’s arsenal was
likely to double by 2025. In December 2025,
the Pentagon declared that China would in
all likelihood have an arsenal of over 1,000
nuclear warheads by the end of the decade.?
These developments call into question the
Chinese government’s willingness to stick to
the official posture of minimal deterrence and
a strategy of retaliation.

On the Russian side, extensive modern-
isation programmes were launched in the
2000s to replace systems inherited from the
Soviet era. Most of these modernisation pro-
grammes did not lead to changes in strategy
or strategic balances, as they coincided with
the withdrawal of older weapons. However,
Russia’s non-compliance with the Intermedi-
ate Nuclear Forces (INF) treaty has enabled it

ETHICSANDARMEDFORCES.COM 37



EUROPEAN SECURITY IN A CHANGING WORLD ORDER

to develop a potentially dual-use system (ca-
pable of carrying nuclear or conventional war-
heads) over previously prohibited ranges (be-
tween 500 and 5,500 km). Secondly, in 2018,
Vladimir Putin declared his intention to equip
the country with new capabilities that are of-
ten referred to as “exotic” insofar as they do
not replace older systems and represent new
types of missiles. This is the case with the Kin-
zhal air-launched ballistic missile, described
by Russia as hypersonic, which, although
currently used as a conventional weapon (for
strikes in Ukraine), is deemed to have a nu-
clear capability. Another weapon developed
for speed and precision is the Tsirkon hyper-
sonic cruise missile, which presumably exists
in a nuclear or conventional version. Two
other systems have been announced and are

As tensions rise and nuclear powers

rely increasingly on their nuclear capacities,
the international regimes built to

curb proliferation and regulate nuclear
competition are under strain

currently under development. The first is an
underwater drone known as the “Poseidon”.
The second, a nuclear-powered cruise missile
dubbed “Burevestnik” 9M730, will probably
be the last to enter operational service. Fi-
nally, the Russian decision to station nucle-
ar weapons on Belarusian territory is also a
source of concern.

So far, the United States has not decided
to increase its nuclear arsenal, but the ex-
piration of the New Start Treaty in February
2026 removes the legal constraint on doing
so, which is seen as increasingly necessary
among parts of the strategic community.
Thus, the Strategic Posture Commission, a
bipartisan group of experts, recommend-
ed in 2023 keeping open the possibility of
uploading additional nuclear weapons on
existing platforms or even launching new
programmes.® It should be noted that major
powers are not the only ones opting to ex-
pand their arsenals: the United Kingdom an-
nounced an increase of its stockpile in 2021*
and France did so in March 2026.°
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Increased fragility of the
non-proliferation regime

Unresolved proliferation crises

While the NPT has been mostly effective in
stopping the spread of nuclear weapons, a
few cases show that multilateral nuclear reg-
ulations may not always prevent a determined
state from pursuing a nuclear programme.
Thus, North Korea withdrew from the NPT in
2003 under contested circumstances and has
since developed an ambitious programme
despite sanctions and international condem-
nation. Many states still declare that they sup-
port diplomatic endeavours to obtain the “de-
nuclearisation” of North Korea, but this aim
appears increasingly unrealistic as Pyongyang
displays its attachment to nuclear deterrence
to ensure the security of the regime.

In Iran, the nuclear programme initiated in
the 1970s has led to decades of diplomatic en-
gagement, active counter-proliferation efforts
(including sanctions, sabotage and assassi-
nations) and two military operations to this
day. Yet all these endeavours may only have
reinforced Tehran’s conviction that a nuclear
capability is necessary to secure the regime.
While many capacities have been either trad-
ed away or destroyed, the remnants of nuclear
material and the uncertainty that surrounds
the programme continue to be a destabilising
factorin the region.

Tensions of the regime

As tensions rise and nuclear powers rely in-
creasingly on their nuclear capacities, the in-
ternational regimes built to curb proliferation
and regulate nuclear competition are under
strain. Thus, arms control agreements are col-
lapsing, and contrary to a trend which marked
the end of the Cold War, arsenals are again
increasing. Within the NPT, this is perceived
extremely negatively by most NNWS that feel
that the “Grand Bargain” of the nuclear order
is no longer respected. Indeed, article VI of
the NPT calls on all states to “pursue nego-
tiations in good faith on effective measures
relating to cessation of the nuclear arms race
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at an early date and to nuclear disarmament.”
For more than a decade now, no arms control
agreement has been negotiated, and existing
ones have either expired or collapsed. Mea-
sures such as the treaty prohibiting nuclear
tests (CTBT) or the project to prohibit the pro-
duction of fissile material for nuclear weap-
ons have failed to enter into force or even to
be adopted. Geopolitical tensions between
NWS make it impossible to bring any tangible
progress regarding disarmament to the table.
Frustrated by this standstill, a group of NNWS
negotiated and adopted the Treaty on the Pro-
hibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW) in 2017.
The disagreements surrounding this effort
highlight the rift within the international com-
munity over the value and risks that nuclear
weapons pose to global security.

This impasse in disarmament is also weak-
ening the NPT’s other pillars. First, regarding
proliferation, not only do some countries fail
to comply with their obligations, but some
NWS actually assist them by violating the
regulations established by the UN Security
Council and export control regimes. Finally,
the targeting of civilian nuclear installations in
military operations damages the credibility of
commitments to the peaceful use of nuclear
energy and to nuclear security.

Proliferation as a fatality?

Nuclear deterrence: ultimate
provider of security?

At the time of the USSR’s dissolution, Ukraine
was one of the Soviet republics where nuclear
weapons were stationed. Like Belarus and Ka-
zakhstan, it agreed to transfer them to Russia.
In return, the Budapest Memorandum, signed
in 1994 by Russia, the United States, and the
United Kingdom guaranteed Ukraine’s terri-
torial integrity; France, the other Western nu-
clear power, did so in a separate declaration.
However, Russia’s annexation of Crimea in
2014 constituted a clear violation of this mul-
tilateral commitment. The fact that Ukraine
and the international community were unable
to protect the country’s territorial integrity
highlights that a non-nuclear state remains
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vulnerable to aggression by a nuclear power
and fundamentally dependent on the latter’s
goodwill. The full-scale invasion of 2022 only
reinforced this perception. Other countries
that also renounced nuclear weapons, wheth-
er voluntarily or under duress and in different
circumstances, have also suffered aggression
and subsequently seen their regimes over-
thrown (Irag in 2003 and Libya in 2011, and,
to some extent, Iran in 2025 and 2026). States
such as North Korea draw the de facto conclu-
sion that a state which has agreed to dispose
of its nuclear capabilities is highly vulnerable.

For more than a decade now,

no arms control agreement has been
negotiated, and existing ones

have either expired or collapsed

Whilst this interpretation may be debated, it is
gaining ground and, with it, the principles un-
derpinning the international non-proliferation
regime are being called into question.

Proliferation temptations in
various regions

In this context, proliferation rhetoric is on the
rise. In Asia, South Korea has historically been
tempted to rely increasingly on nuclear weap-
ons for its security. This has not only led to
calls to reintroduce U.S. nuclear weapons on
the peninsula, but also to a discussion about
whether Seoul should develop its own nucle-
ar weapons. This debate has intensified over
recent years, displaying serious concerns in
South Korea about the behaviour of its north-
ern neighbour and the reliability of American
support.® More surprisingly, Japanese leaders
have also begun to reconsider their position
on nuclear weapons. Thus, there is currently
a debate over whether the three non-nuclear
principles adopted in 1967 - Japan’s commit-
ment not to (1) possess, (2) produce, or (3)
allow nuclear weapons into its territory or ter-
ritorial waters - should be reconsidered.” Al-
though it was immediately disclaimed, a gov-
ernment official’s remark in 2025 that Japan
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might benefit from possessing its own nuclear
force marks a further step.®

In Europe as well, unexpected calls for
nuclear rearmament have been voiced in re-
cent years, driven by similar factors: a grow-
ing sense of threat and declining confidence
in the US nuclear umbrella.’ During Donald
Trump’s first term, there was a public debate
in Germany, mostly in the press, about wheth-
er the country should develop its own nuclear
programme. Trump’s re-election has revived
this debate. In Poland, elected officials have
shown even greater openness to such pro-
posals. In a speech to the Diet in 2025, Prime
Minister Tusk stated that Poland should con-
sider developing non-conventional weapons,
while President Karol Nawrocki ambiguously
declared that Poland should “join the nuclear

In Europe as well, unexpected calls for nuclear
rearmament have been voiced in recent years,
driven by a growing sense of threat and declining
confidence in the US nuclear umbrella

project”® Even in Sweden and other Scandi-
navians countries where the public has his-
torically suffered from what could be called
a “nuclear allergy”, columnists and former
officials have made proposals for developing
nuclear weapons.'

In the Middle East, the Iranian nuclear crisis
hasfuelled uncertainty as to whether other re-
gional powers are willing and able to acquire
nuclear capabilities as well. In particular, Mo-
hammed bin Salman’s statements in 2018
and 2021 suggest that Saudi Arabia would
“follow suit” if Tehran managed to acquire the
bomb.*? Tirkiye could be another candidate
for proliferation, given President Erdogan’s
ambiguous remarks about the unacceptabil-
ity of the non-proliferation regime.*
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Options to restrain
proliferation in a nuclear age

The power of norms

Does the NPT still retain binding force?
To this day, the NPT remains one of the most
widely ratified treaties, and its states parties
regularly reaffirm their support for its under-
lying principles at review conferences. While
many NNWS highlight the treaty’s shortcom-
ings (e.g., unequal status of states and lack of
progress on disarmament), few contest the
need to ensure that the vast majority of the in-
ternational community remains free of nuclear
weapons. This support is reflected in addition-
al commitments undertaken by these states,
such as the establishment of nuclear-weap-
on-free zones or the ratification of the TPNW.
This broad and enduring renunciation of
nuclear weapons as a strategic option can, to
some extent, be explained by constructivist
theory.** This school of thought emphasises
the role of norms and states’ interest in pro-
moting norms that are consistent with their
identities and values. Whatever may have mo-
tivated states to sign the NPT, being a NNWS
has, in many cases, become an inseparable
part of their identity. In this case, the question
no longer is to what extent refraining from nu-
clear weapons serves exclusively their “objec-
tive” national interests, since abiding by their
own norms and promoting them on the inter-
national stage is an interest in its own right.
An assumed NNWS identity alters an actor’s
perception of security and thus its political
and strategic calculus. Whether out of con-
formity, sincere conviction or identification
with a group, the leaders of certain countries
therefore wish to reflect the non-nuclear con-
sensus that exists within their society and el-
evate their national preference to a collective
one. Subsequently, the principle of continuity,
as well as an emerging rhetoric of conviction,
often commits actors to cling to their commit-
ment not to embark on a nuclear programme.

The rational logic of non-proliferation

However, the non-proliferation norm is, more
than anything, a collective, pragmatic con-
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viction that all nations share a fundamental
interest in preventing the spread of nuclear
weapons. This norm was forged during an
era of geopolitical instability. When the land-
mark Irish Resolution, which is regarded as
a forerunner of the NPT, was introduced in
1958, tensions were abundant: the Berlin Cri-
sis was intensifying, Fidel Castro’s ascent in
Cuba shifted regional dynamics, and both the
United States and the Soviet Union conducted
dozens of atmospheric nuclear tests. During
this period, active proliferation programmes
were numerous, and nuclear accidents were
a persistent reality. The underlying logic of the
non-proliferation movement was born out of
necessity: the international community rec-
ognised that the only path toward eventual
disarmament was to freeze the expansion of
nuclear arsenals and end hazardous testing.
Even if they could obtain nuclear weapons
themselves, states’ overall security would
decrease if a vast number of states launched
nuclear programmes. It was therefore rational
to agree to constraints that would apply to all.
This historical context mirrors the contem-
porary era, where non-proliferation remains
a shared interest that transcends regional or
national interests.

Allies’ politics and pressures

Costs to a nuclear programme

Normative pressure, as well as rational na-
tional interests, contribute to encouraging
states to continue foregoing nuclear weap-
ons. However, in the very short term, fear
of costs also plays a major role. In the event
of non-compliance with or withdrawal from
the NPT, the matter is necessarily referred to
the UN Security Council. Should the Council
consider that such behaviour constitutes a
“threat to peace”, it is within its mandate to
take the necessary action, as set out in Chap-
ter VII of the United Nations Charter. This is
why North Korea and Iran have been heavily
sanctioned by the UNSC due to their nucle-
ar activities. Nevertheless, it is clear that the
UNSC is inherently political and cannot take
a decision if one of its permanent members
opposes it.
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Logically, proliferation has implications for
international nuclear cooperation: it is no
longer possible to envisage this type of activ-
ity if IAEA safeguards are no longer respected.

Over the years, many states have adopted
a range of legislative measures designed to
deter third countries from engaging in prolif-
eration-related activities. In the United States,
in particular, the Glenn Amendment (22 USC
2799aa-1(b)) has the effect of suspending
commercial activities, military assistance and
development aid with a state accused of seek-

Normative pressure, as well as rational national
interests, contribute to encouraging states to continue
foregoing nuclear weapons. However, in the

very short term, fear of costs also plays a major role

ing to develop or acquire a nuclear weapon.
The Arms Export Control Act (22 USC 2753(f))
prohibits defence exports to a state that has vi-
olated itsinternational non-proliferation com-
mitments. The Foreign Assistance Act (22 USC
2429a-2) prohibits the provision of assistance
to any NNWS which, in the President’s estima-
tion, has terminated, abrogated or substan-
tially violated its comprehensive safeguards
agreement with the IAEA.

In Europe, the states party to the Euratom
Treaty are bound by the principles governing
the implementation of Article Ill of the NPT.
Furthermore, in its bilateral agreements with
third states, Euratom requires, as a condition
for transfers, that the recipient state be able to
implement its safeguards agreements, or even
the IAEA Additional Protocol, in accordance
with the NPT.

More broadly, the European Union has
adopted legal instruments affirming its sup-
port for the NPT and its regime. Regulation
(EC) No 428/2009 states that, in accordance
with the arms control treaties and agreements
signed by Member States, authorisations or
prohibitions on transfers of sensitive materials
or technologies may be based on whether or
not the recipient has ratified the relevant in-
ternational treaties.

Unless it operates in a virtually self-suffi-
cient manner, a proliferating state would in-
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The Author

evitably suffer major economic consequences
across a wide range of sectors. However, these
repercussions could be alleviated by the sup-
port of a major power that could block action
at the Security Council, ignore export control
regimes and decide to bypass or modify its
own legislation. Thus, Chinese and now Rus-
sian support has been instrumental for North
Korea and largely mitigated the impact of in-
ternational sanctions. This unofficial support
has given rise to the idea that “friendly prolif-
eration” could be envisaged under the protec-
tion of the United States.

Does “friendly proliferation” exist?

The hope that the United States, in particular,
may protect an ally tempted to acquire nucle-
ar weapons, has fuelled a debate on the con-
cept of “friendly proliferation”. Among conser-
vatives in Washington, and sometimes within
the circles of the Trump administration, some
have considered that letting allies or partners
develop their own nuclear capacities could
be beneficial for Washington, as it would al-
low the United States to save resources for its
own defence and to limit its strategic expo-
sure.” This idea has also been defended, for
instance in the Korean context, as the most
efficient way to deter nuclear adversaries.*
In reality, it is hard to imagine that the United
States would tolerate proliferation, especially
in Europe. To this day, the United States, but
also Russia or China, have occasionally turned
a blind eye to proliferation by their allies, but
have in fact always been reluctant to the emer-
gence of new nuclear weapon states, seen as
potentially diluting their relative power and
increasing strategic risks.
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Moreover, if increasing fragmentation pa-
ralyses the international order and for in-
stance makes UNSC mechanism irrelevant, it
also means that each “patron” has less clout
than previously. Thus, for an ally of the Unit-
ed States, it might be possible to hope that
Washington would refrain from adopting
strict sanctions following the revelation of
proliferation-related activities, but this does
not mean that it could escape all negative
consequences. In Asia, Chinese economic re-
prisals could for instance be extremely harsh.
In Europe, proliferation may lead to the im-
plosion of the European Union as an alliance.
Moreover, Russia has already used count-
er-proliferation as an excuse for its attack on
Ukraine and could also pose a threat to an
emerging nuclear country. In the Middle East,
the risk of cascading nuclear programmes
in the region, as well as preventive strikes
against sites of concern, could be seen as a
powerful deterrent.

Extended deterrence

The United States’ role in providing security
guarantees

The costs of proliferation remain therefore ob-
jectively high around the globe. However, in
the face of high threat, decision-makers may
be tempted to minimise it. This is why since
the Cold War, nuclear patrons, and in partic-
ular the United States, have been putting for-
ward incentives for remaining NNWS. Thus, US
extended deterrence has been regularly pro-
moted as the most efficient non-proliferation
tool. Within NATO, the deployment of US sys-
tems in Europe or the creation of consultative
mechanisms have been considered as essen-
tial to reassure allies and divert them from the
lure of a national nuclear programme. Recent-
ly, the efforts put forward by the Biden admin-
istration to reassure South Korea, for instance
through the creation of a Nuclear Consultative
Group and the announcement of new joint ex-
ercises in 2023 follow the same logic.

Both during his first and second term, Donald
Trump has damaged this relationship, by
downgrading the logic of solidarity towards
allies for whom he and his team have shown
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little respect, encouraging purely transaction-
al relations, favouring a closer and nationalis-
ticapproach, and making it clear that strategic
interests may not be shared.

However, no member of the administration
has actually called into question the validity
of existing extended deterrence mechanisms.
Under-Secretary for Defense Elbridge Colby
has in fact positively confirmed that they are
still functional.’” Both in Asia and Europe, al-
lies continue to invest in increasing the credi-
bility of US nuclear guarantees. So even if the
link is damaged and the trust is diminished,
the prospect of definitively severing the nu-
clear protection of such a strong ally as Wash-
ington because of a budding effort to develop
a national capacity remains unappealing for a
great majority of decision-makers.:

“Forward deterrence”: a tool to curb prolif-
eration in Europe?

Interestingly, in his 2026 speech, French Pres-
ident Macron supported the US logic of pre-
senting extended deterrence as a non-prolifer-
ation tool. Thus, he declared that “the forward
deterrence approach that we are proposing is
not escalatory, and as it enhances the feeling
of security in Europe, it provides significant
benefits to prevent potential future risks of
proliferation on our continent.”™ In the French
mindset, thinking deterrence with a European
dimension allows for a more credible tool to
deter potential adversaries. Therefore, it puts
European countries in a better position in
the power balance. The idea is that different
partners can contribute to European security
by pooling their resources: for France and the
United Kingdom, the nuclear forces are a ma-
jor asset, but for other countries, convention-
al capacities play a huge role. This vision of a
form of distribution makes proliferation detri-
mental to overall regional security. The French
efforts have been generally welcomed by its
partners, in particular the countries explic-
itly named by the President as cooperating
with Paris on this issue: the United Kingdom,
Germany, Poland, the Netherlands, Belgium,
Greece, Sweden, and Denmark. However,
doubts continue and will continue to be heard
on the credibility of these proposals, and for
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some security experts or political leaders, this
contribution will never be enough. The argu-
ment, which, ironically, was made in the 1960
by the French themselves, according to which
one country should only depend on itself for
its survival, will therefore find supporters as
long as the level of threats remains so high.

* *

*

Geopolitical tensions, spread of conflicts, and
an increased reliance on nuclear weapons
are leading, in many countries, to a renewed
debate about the desirability to develop na-
tional nuclear programmes. Those states

In the French mindset, thinking
deterrence with a European

dimension allows for a more credible tool
to deter potential adversaries

have refrained so far from embarking on such
developments, mostly out of respect for the
non-proliferation norm, fear of the econom-
ic and political consequences, and to ensure
the preservation of extended deterrence. The
recent French assessment that its nuclear
policy could contribute to increase incentives
to respect the NPT within Europe feeds this
logic. Ultimately, decision-makers rely on a
cost-benefit analysis based on their threat
perception and their understanding of the
costs. This decision must take into account
that individual choices have global repercus-
sions, and by opting to develop nuclear weap-
ons for themselves, they may open the way for
a wave of proliferation that would decrease
their security in the long term. Itis this reason-
ing that led to the adoption of the NPT in 1968
and remains fundamentally grounded today.
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HOW DOES FRANCE’S
NUCLEAR DETERRENT
CONTRIBUTE TO THE
DEFENSE OF EUROPE?

Abstract

Although this contribution remains little known, France’s
nuclear deterrent, serving first and foremost to defend France’s
vital interests, also contributes to the defense of Europe. The
Franco-British partnership in the nuclear sphere, which has
developed since the 1990s and is continuing to grow stronget,
stands as firm evidence of this European dimension. In March
2026, in a speech closely followed by France’s European partners
and its adversaries alike, President Emmanuel Macron an-
nounced a new concept for French nuclear deterrence: “forward
deterrence”(dissuasion avancée). This article aims to explain the
origins of this concept, outline its main pillars, and describe the
partnerships that are sought. It then discusses the relationship
with the U.S. doctrine of “extended deterrence”, and finally offers
some ethical considerations with regard to the current strategic

context and nuclear doctrine.
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France’s nuclear deterrent, serving first and
foremost to defend France’s vital interests,
also contributes to the defense of Europe. This
contribution has been recognized within the
North Atlantic Alliance since 1974, but remains
little known. In a speech closely followed by
France’s European partners and its adversar-
ies alike, President Emmanuel Macron an-
nounced a new concept for French nuclear
deterrence: “forward deterrence” (dissuasion
avancée). This article aims to explain the or-
igins of this concept, outline its main pillars,
and describe the partnerships that are sought.
It then discusses the relationship with the U.S.
doctrine of “extended deterrence”, and finally
offers some ethical considerations.

A historical overview of the
French nuclear deterrent

France’s first efforts to develop a nuclear
weapon date back to the mid-1950s. Based on
scientific research that had begun even before
World War Il under the leadership of Frédéric
Joliot-Curie, France’s goal at the time was to
acquire the industrial capability, particularly
for the production of fissile material, to build
its first weapon in the early 1960s. The main
strategic rationale was that in order to survive
in the post-World War Il world, it was essential
to possess nuclear weapons. This reasoning
was fueled largely by Soviet nuclear black-
mail and a lack of American backing to resist
it, during the Franco-British operation in Suez
in 1956.

Upon his return to power in 1958, General
de Gaulle found a well-advanced nuclear pro-
gram in place, enabling the first French nucle-
ar test on February 13, 1960. He deliberately
steered the program toward the creation of
a fully sovereign and independent nuclear
strike force, convinced that in this domain,
decisions cannot be shared - especially with
a more powerful ally that does not necessari-
ly have the same interests. American hostility
toward this policy of nuclear independence,
coupled with NATO’s adoption of the “flexi-
ble response” doctrine - widely perceived in
Paris as an elastic doctrine allowing the U.S.
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to avoid nuclear involvement in the defense
of Europe - led to France’s withdrawal from
NATO’s integrated military command in 1967.
The reflections on nuclear doctrine conduct-
ed under the aegis of General Lucien Poirier,
as set out in the 1972 White Paper on Defense,
clearly stated that a country’s vital interests
could be defined only by “reference solely to
that country itself”! The perception that the
French nuclear deterrent protected France -
and France alone - thus became firmly estab-
lished both in France and among its European
allies. Nevertheless, the same 1972 White Pa-
per emphasized that the limits of these vital
interests must necessarily remain vague and
that the logic of deterrence relies on a degree
of uncertainty. Noting that France was not iso-
lated and existed within a web of intertwined
interests with its European neighbors, it thus
pointed out that France’s nuclear deterrence
strategy was a determining factor in European
security. General de Gaulle had, in fact, clear-
ly stated back in 19632 that nuclear weapons
could, if necessary, play a part in protecting
France’s allies. The contribution of France’s
nuclear deterrent to the defense of Europe
was recognized by its allies at the 1974 NATO
summit in Ottawa. The final communiqué
acknowledged that the two European states
possessing nuclear forces were capable of
playing a distinct deterrent role that contrib-
uted to the overall strengthening of Europe’s
deterrent. It was primarily the role of London
and Paris as a second decision-making center
- complicating the adversary’s calculations -
that this acknowledgement highlighted.
Nevertheless, the notion that the French
deterrent served exclusively to defend France
persisted throughout the Cold War, as evi-
denced by a famous exchange that took place
in June 1987 during a meeting of G7 heads
of state and government in Venice.? Asked by
Margaret Thatcher about the use of French
nuclear weapons were Bonn to be invaded by
the Soviets, Francois Mitterrand replied that
such a scenario would mean that the deter-
rent had failed. This was a situation that must
not be allowed to occur. And, moreover, the
mission of protecting the Federal Republic
of Germany and Western Europe was the re-
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sponsibility of the North Atlantic Alliance, not
that of France.

However, the post-Cold War era and the
construction of a political Europe in the 1990s
led French statesmen to attempt to integrate
this European dimension into their nation-
al deterrent more effectively. It had certainly
been present since the beginning but had
never been properly developed. In 1995,
French Prime Minister Alain Juppé proposed
to Germany the concept of “concerted deter-
rence” between the two countries. This pro-

The notion that the French deterrent
served exclusively to defend France
persisted throughout the Cold War

posal did not meet with a favorable response
at the time. The lack of interest in the French
deterrent among European countries, starting
with Germany, during a period of happy glo-
balization and the United States’ continued
commitment to NATO, would thus persist for
some thirty years. The only country with which
France made progress in this area during that
period was the United Kingdom.

The Franco-British nuclear
axis

Political talks between the two European
nuclear powers led to the creation of a Joint
Nuclear Commission in 1992. The initial dis-
cussions within this framework focused on
comparing the two deterrents in terms of
concepts and doctrines, missile defense, and
nonproliferation. These discussions revealed
that the two countries’ nuclear doctrines were
closely aligned. In late October 1995, British
Prime Minister John Major and French Presi-
dent Jacques Chirac issued a statement (the
so-called Chequers Declaration) in which they
affirmed that they could not identify any sit-
uation in which the vital interests of one of
the two powers might be threatened without
those of the other power also being threat-
ened. This declaration was systematically reit-
erated in the following years by the leaders of
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both nations, including after Brexit, until it was
reinforced by the Northwood Declaration in
2025. This bilateral agreement clearly signaled
astrongstrategic alignment regarding the vital
interests of both nations. Studies on the adop-
tion of ajointair-launched nuclear missile, the
ASLP* were conducted, but without success.
The British ultimately rejected this option,
given the risks it could pose to their nuclear
relations with their American ally.

Reciprocal port calls by nuclear-powered
ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs)® also took

The Franco-British partnership in the
nuclear sphere, which is continuing to grow
stronger, stands as firm evidence of the
European dimension of the French deterrent

place, with some British SSBNs calling at Tle
Longue in Brittany, the base for French SSBNs,
while some of the latter were seen calling at
Faslane in Scotland. The significance of these
reciprocal port calls was essentially symbolic,
however, and in no way reflected cooperation
in the operational sphere, particularly regard-
ing SSBN patrols.

The Anglo-French axis was further strength-
ened in 2010. As part of a broader treaty on
defense and security cooperation (Lancast-
er House Treaties), French President Nicolas
Sarkozy and Prime Minister David Cameron
signed an agreement on joint radiographic
and hydrodynamic facilities necessary for
their simulation program. The main facili-
ty covered by this treaty, known as EPURE,
is located at the headquarters of the French
Alternative Energies and Atomic Energy Com-
mission (CEA) in Valduc, France. Although
the facility is shared, hydrodynamic testing is
conducted independently.

The France-UK partnership gained sig-
nificant momentum in July 2025, during a
meeting at Northwood between British Prime
Minister Keith Starmer and French President
Emmanuel Macron. Against a backdrop of an-
nouncements regarding U.S. disengagement
from European defense, the two leaders re-
affirmed the close relationship between their
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countries in the area of nuclear deterrence. In
particular, they reinforced the 1995 declara-
tion, stating that “France and the United King-
dom agree that there is no extreme threat to
Europe that would not prompt a response by
our two nations.” The joint declaration also
announced deepened cooperation and co-
ordination across nuclear policy, capabilities
and operations.

The Franco-British partnership in the nucle-
ar sphere, which is continuing to grow stron-
ger, stands as firm evidence of the European
dimension of the French deterrent. It is also,
so far, the only such evidence, pending the de-
velopments announced by President Macron
on March 2,2026. This partnership, uniting the
continent’s only two nuclear powers, is fun-
damental to the future of European defense.
In the coming months and years, it will be
interesting to see what tangible progress will
be announced in the area of operational co-
operation. The main factor that could limit the
development of this cooperation, however, re-
mains the very strong, existential link between
British and American deterrence, particularly
in terms of manufacturing and technology.

Forward nuclear deterrence

French nuclear doctrine is typically articu-
lated in France through speeches delivered
by the head of state. Generally, there is one
such speech per term of office. It provides an
opportunity for Presidents of the Republic to
reaffirm the fundamentals of French doctrine,
to affirm their personal commitment, and to
provide the necessary political credibility to
the national deterrent. Or, where appropri-
ate, announce changes. In 2001, for example,
President Jacques Chirac stated that France’s
deterrent contributed to Europe’s security
and thatits primary role - since its beginnings
in the 1960s - was to ensure that France’s sur-
vival would never be threatened by a military
power with hostile intentions. He additionally
said that it must also enable France to con-
front threats to its vital interests posed by re-
gional powers possessing weapons of mass
destruction. In this context, he announced a
strategic nuclear weapons plan that would

ETHICS AND ARMED FORCES 01/26



enable France to possess a sufficiently diver-
sified - and therefore flexible - arsenal to en-
sure the credibility of its deterrent under all
circumstances, regardless of the location or
nature of the threat.

In February 2020, President Macron deliv-
ered this speech for his first term in office. In
it, he asserted that France’s vital interests now
had a European dimension. He expressed the
hope that a strategic dialog would develop
between France and willing European part-
ners on the role of the French nuclear deter-
rent in Europe’s collective security. This was
a year in Europe in which illusions about the
peace dividends of the post-Cold War era still
held. It was marked by the election of Presi-
dent Biden and the warming of transatlantic
relations following President Trump’s first
term, and above all by the Covid pandemic
on which the efforts of all European govern-
ments were focused. In such a context, the
French proposal received no response.

Six years later, in a completely changed
geopolitical context, on March 2, 2026, Em-
manuel Macron gave a speech at Ile Longue,
the base for France’s SSBNs. This speech got
a very different reception. Taking note of the
increasingly hostile global environment, Rus-
sian revisionism - a major risk for Europe
and France - the rapid expansion of China’s
nuclear arsenal, but also the growth of those
of North Korea, Pakistan and India, and the
reordering of U.S. strategic priorities, the
French president announced a strengthening
of France’s deterrent to address this combina-
tion of threats. In a bold and assertive tone, he
announced an increase in the number of nu-
clear warheads held by France, rejecting any
nuclear armsrace but seeking a balanced and
coherent level of operational effectiveness for
the deterrent in this new global context.

But probably the most important an-
nouncement in this speech concerned the
concept of “forward nuclear deterrence”. This
is the tangible manifestation of the European
dimension of the French nuclear deterrent.
The fundamentals of the French deterrence
doctrine remain the same: strictly defensive
in nature, a refusal to engage in nuclear bat-
tle, a clear firebreak between conventional
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and nuclear force; the possibility of resorting
to a single, non-repeatable nuclear warning
should an adversary misjudge France’s vital
interests, and, above all, decision-making
that remains the exclusive prerogative of the
French authorities. This concept allows for
the development of a French deterrence strat-
egy that extends deep into European territory,
sending strong signals to both allies and ad-
versaries.

“Forward deterrence” will be implement-
ed gradually, within bilateral frameworks, to
respect various political sensitivities among
partners choosing to adopt this approach.
It may include participation in exercises by
French nuclear forces, for example the par-
ticipation of aircraft in Strategic Air Forces’

Forward nuclear deterrence in no way
envisages the permanent deployment of nuclear
weapons on partners’ territories, but only on

an ad-hoc and temporary basis, for example in
the event of an escalation of a crisis

exercises. It may also take the form of partic-
ipation in strategic signaling actions, aimed
at demonstrating to an adversary the shared
resolve of European partners not to yield to
any threats. It may involve the ad-hoc deploy-
ment of FAS assets, such as Rafale fighters
equipped with French missiles, or refueling
aircraft, to these partners’ air bases. To be
clear, thisin no way envisages the permanent
deployment of nuclear weapons on partners’
territories, but only on an ad-hoc and tem-
porary basis, for example in the event of an
escalation of a crisis.

In early March, when this speech was de-
livered, eight countries had expressed their
interest to France in this “forward deterrence”
approach. Alongside the United Kingdom,
which is linked to France through the North-
wood Declaration, Germany, Poland, the
Netherlands, Belgium, Sweden, Greece and
Denmark have expressed interest in the “for-
ward deterrence” concept. Bilateral coordina-
tion bodies have been established or will be
established very soon. On May 27, 2026, Nor-
way also joined this initiative.
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Several questions arise regarding this new
concept of forward deterrence, two of which
are particularly significant. The first concerns
its relationship to U.S. and British extended
deterrence within the NATO framework. The
second concerns its relevance in the face of
hybrid attacks seeking to circumvent deter-
rence from below, with the potential for the
adversary to seek territorial gains and achieve
a fait accompli.

The French doctrine of deterrence took
shape from the 1960s onward amid a compli-
cated relationship with American deterrence.
France’s determination to develop an inde-
pendent nuclear force stemmed from French
doubts about the United States’ willingness
to commit to the nuclear defense of Europe
in the event of a Soviet attack, given that U.S.
territory could then be at the mercy of Soviet
intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs).

The U.S. response within NATO, aimed at
preventing a recurrence of the French situation
and nuclear proliferation by countries asking
the same questions as Paris, was the extended
deterrence system as we know it today. At the
center of this system are the Nuclear Planning
Group, of which France is not a member, and
the countries possessing dual-capable aircraft
(DCA), capable of deploying American B61
bombs using a dual-key system. The associ-
ated doctrine is that of nuclear war limited to
the European theater. This limitation is made
possible by the U.S. non-strategic nuclear ar-
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onboard submarines. Among others, he commanded two
nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs)
(2004-2006). Promoted flag officer in 2012, he held
during eight years high responsibility assignments,
among them head of the nuclear forces directorate and
inspector of nuclear weapons. As vice-admiral, his

senal based in Europe or at sea on the one
hand, and on the other by the U.S. strategic
arsenal and its counterforce strike capability,
particularly against enemy command centers
and strategic nuclear forces. This doctrine is
therefore quite different from the French doc-
trine which refuses to engage in nuclear battle
but carries the risk for the aggressor of a more
rapid escalation to extremes in the event of an
attack on vital French interests.

This American doctrine has prevailed with
most of France’s European partners, which
partly explains the lack of response to French
proposals put forward in the post-Cold War
period (see above). Compared to American
military strength - both conventional and nu-
clear - the French deterrent was clearly not
considered credible enough to protect any-
thing other than France itself.

President Trump’s return to power, his soft-
er approach to Russia, and his aggressive
stance toward his European allies have clearly
changed the perception of some of France’s
allies.

In response to criticism that the French can-
not match American capabilities, it is worth
noting that while the number of nuclear war-
heads is certainly important - particularly in a
counterforce doctrine like the American one
- a smaller number of nuclear weapons, such
asthosein the French arsenal, is capable of in-
flicting damage from which no country, how-
ever vast, can recover. President Macron thus
emphasized that the SSBN in front of which
he gave his March 2 speech had a firepower
equivalent to all of the bombs dropped during
World War Il.

Moreover, France’s unwillingness to engage
in a limited nuclear war stems largely from the
fact that such a so-called limitation may make
sense for a power located on another con-
tinent, but not for a power situated directly
within the theater of conflict.

Another frequently heard criticism is that if
the French doubted that the Americans would
risk New York to protect Paris, why would the
French take this risk to protect Tallinn or War-
saw? The answer again lies in the asymmetry

of the stakes. French interests are clearly too
closely tied to those of their European part-

last assignments were “préfet maritime de I'Atlantique” and commander of operations
in the Atlantic and Arctic areas.
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ners, both within the European Union and
within NATO, for an attack threatening the sur-
vival of one of them not to be perceived as a
vital threat.

Allin all, the concept of forward deterrence
is quite different from the extended deterrence
provided by the United States to its European
allies. Itis notintended to replaceit, but rather
to complement it. This was stated very clearly
by the French presidentin his speech.

Another major issue raised in the speech
was the challenge of managing conflicts be-
low the nuclear threshold. This issue is, of
course, not new to nuclear strategy in general.
It had already been the subject of numerous
debates in France during the Cold War. But
during the post-Cold War period, the French
conventional armed forces played a predom-
inantly expeditionary role, unrelated to the
deterrence strategy in Europe. As a result, re-
flection in this area had diminished. Recent
conflicts in the Ukraine and Middle East have
highlighted the threat of drone or ballistic mis-
sile strikes, including those targeting a nucle-
ar-armed state. Faced with this type of threat,
the French president clearly emphasized the
need for France and its European allies to ac-
quire early warning and extended air defense
capabilities to counter such threats. He also
advocated the acquisition of conventional
deep-strike capabilities to provide options
for managing escalation. These three areas,
in which France expects clear support from its
allies - particularly through the various initia-
tives already launched® - provide convention-
al support to the nuclear deterrent.

Although not mentioned in the president’s
speech, it is necessary finally to note the
threats from cyberspace and information war-
fare, which can also undermine nuclear de-
terrence. Coordination among Europeans in
these areas can and must be improved.

Ethical considerations

It is always difficult for the author of these
lines — a former commander of a SSBN and
head of the nuclear forces division of the
French Joint Defense Staff - not to talk about
ethics when writing an article on nuclear de-

ETHICS AND ARMED FORCES 01/26

terrence, particularly in a journal called Ethics
and Armed Forces. There is a paradox in be-
ing prepared to use nuclear weapons, with
their catastrophic consequences, to prevent
France and its allies from being attacked and
having their vital interests harmed. This raises
moral questions. Of course, anyone involved
in the development and operationalization
of nuclear deterrence in whatever capacity -
political, military, scientific or industrial - has
to deal with the dilemmas posed by nuclear
weapons. But in the democracies in which
we are fortunate to live, these questions also
arise for the citizens of countries that deploy
deterrent forces, as well as for the citizens of
countries which benefit from those deterrent
forces. The aim here is not to list all the di-

Allin all, the concept of forward
deterrence is quite different from the
extended deterrence provided by

the United States to its European allies

lemmas or to theorize about whether nuclear
deterrence meets the criteria of a just war,’
but rather simply to summarize the question
as the author of this article sees it today: “If
it is morally desirable to pursue nuclear dis-
armament, can we do so under the current
circumstances of a world of autocratic pred-
ators who disregard international law?” The
answer regarding France’s maintenance of
a credible deterrent seems obvious; but this
canonly be done under the conditions, which
France respects, of a strictly defensive doc-
trine. The use of nuclear weapons as a means
of coercion - as Russia is doing in its war of
aggression against Ukraine, for example -
must be rejected.

President Macron also addressed this eth-
ical dimension on March 2. He stated that
beyond the consolidation of France’s nucle-
ar deterrent and its embedding in Europe
through the concept of “forward deterrence”,
France remains committed to the long-term
goal of a world without nuclear weapons. Ac-
knowledging the end of a significant portion
of the European security architecture that was
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built during the Cold War and its aftermath by
the two nuclear superpowers, but without
the Europeans, he called for the eventual
reconstruction of a new security framework
between the Europeans and the Russians, pri-
oritizing European security interests above all
else. The strategic considerations developed
within the framework of forward deterrence
will help to better organize European conver-
gence in this area. This is also one of the key
challenges of this new concept.

The current strategic context is characterized
by predatory policies in Europe and beyond,
alongside a North Atlantic Alliance weakened
by a U.S. administration moving away from
the shared values on which the Alliance was
founded in 1949. This clearly calls for a Euro-
pean response. This response begins with the
political cohesion of European states, who
must not forget that, whatever theirindividual
political differences, today’s Europe was built
on the ruins of Nazi and Communist totalitari-
anism. It certainly requires anincrease in each
European country’s financial commitment to
defense. But it also requires a clearer defini-
tion of how the British and French deterrents
should contribute to European security. The
concept of “forward deterrence” proposed
by President Macron addresses this need for
France by sending strong signals about the
European dimension of France’s vital inter-
ests. While it does not provide nuclear secu-
rity guarantees, its objective is to ensure that
no enemy determined to threaten the survival
of a European ally would believe that France
would fail to respond - including in the nucle-
ardomain. Furthermore, it is accompanied by
a call for a European security architecture in
which Europe is a key player in determining
its own security tools. Bilateral talks between
France and its partners who support this ap-
proach will therefore be crucial for the de-
fense and security of Europe as a whole.
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1 (Translated from French.) Par “référence unique a ce
pays lui-méme”.

2 General de Gaulle’s televised address of April 19, 1963
can be viewed on the website of the National Audio-
visual Institute: www.ina.fr/ina-eclaire-actu/video/
caf89051394/allocution-du-gener-
al-de-gaulle-du-19041963.

3 Védrine, Hubert (2016): Les Mondes de Francois
Mitterrand. A I'Elysée 1981-1995. New edition. Paris,

p. 720.

4 Air-Sol Longue Portée — long-range air-to-surface
missile.

5 SSBN stands for Ship, Submersible, Ballistic, Nuclear.
6 Prime Minister’s Office, 10 Downing Street (2025):
Press release: Northwood Declaration. 10 July. https://
www.gov.uk/government/news/northwood-
declaration-10-july-2025-uk-france-joint-nuclear-
statement.

7 Forces aériennes stratégiques (FAS).

8 JEWEL (Joint Early Warning for a European Lookout)
is a space-based early warning system; the SAMP/T NG
(Surface-to-Air Missile Platform/Terrain New
Generation) missile system for air defense; ELSA
(European Long-Range Strike Approach) for deep
precision strike capabilities.

9 For a recent overview of discussions in France on this
topic, see Rosselet, Mélanie (ed.) (2024): Démocratie(s)
et dissuasion. Paris.
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INDIA AND EUROPE:
PARTNERS FOR
A STABLE WORLD

ORDER?

Abstract

When European Council President Antonio Costa and Commission
President Ursula von der Leyen attended India's Republic Day parade
on 26 January 2026 as chief guests — the first EU leaders to hold that
honour — the symbolism was unmistakable. The following day, at the
16" India—EU Summit in New Delhi, the two sides concluded a Free
Trade Agreement (FTA) nearly two decades in the making; and a
Security and Defence Partnership (SDP). While the FTA dominated
the headlines as Von der Leyen called it the “mother of all deals’, the
SDP was a historic milestone too. Yet beneath the triumphant rhetoric,
a sober truth surfaced: this landmark was born not from a resurgence
of faith in globalisation, but from its unravelling. Three converging
pressures — US President Trump’s tariff offensive, China's growing
assertiveness, and Russia's war in Ukraine — had finally forced Brus-
sels and New Delhi to treat each other as meaningful partners beyond
platitudes. As the international system enters an era of fragmentation,
technological disruption, and institutional dysfunction, Brussels and
New Delhi are discovering their convergences in world politics. In

less than six months, Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 5-day visit to
Europe (May 15-20) covering four countries (Netherlands, Sweden,
Norway, Italy), followed by another tour to France and Slovakia less
than a month later (June 14-20) on the side-lines of the G7 Summit,
underscored this growing partnership. These reflect the trend of
expanding engagement beyond trade and immigration as defence and
strategic issues are emerging as regular themes of cooperation. While
economic ties had been an enduring driver of the India—EU relation,

these novel developments in security deserve closer attention.
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When European Council President Anténio
Costa and Commission President Ursula von
der Leyen attended India’s Republic Day parade
on 26 January 2026 as chief guests - the first EU
leaders to hold that honour - the symbolism
was unmistakable. The following day, at the 16
India-EU Summit in New Delhi, the two sides
concluded a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) nearly
two decades in the making; and a Security and
Defence Partnership (SDP). While the FTA dom-
inated the headlines as Von der Leyen called it
the “motherof all deals™, the SDP was a historic
milestone too. Yet beneath the triumphant rhet-
oric, a sober truth surfaced: this landmark was
born not from a resurgence of faith in globalisa-
tion, but from its unravelling. Three converging
pressures — US President Trump’s tariff offen-
sive, China’s growing assertiveness, and Rus-
sia’s warin Ukraine - had finally forced Brussels
and New Delhito treat each other as meaningful
partners beyond platitudes. As the internation-
al system enters an era of fragmentation, tech-
nological disruption, and institutional dysfunc-
tion, Brussels and New Delhi are discovering
their convergences in world politics. In less than
six months, Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
5-day visit to Europe (May 15-20) covering four
countries (Netherlands, Sweden, Norway, Italy),
followed by another tour to France and Slova-
kia less than a month later (June 14-20) on the
side-lines of the G7 Summit, underscored this
growing partnership. These reflect the trend of
expanding engagement? beyond trade and im-
migration as defence and strategic issues are
emerging as regular themes of cooperation; a
veteran observer identified key gains beyond
trade in the three sectors namely, “technology,
green growth, defence™. While economic ties
had been an enduring driver of the India-EU
relation, these novel developments in security
deserve closer attention.

Europe and India: History,
Policy and Prospect

Europe (represented by EU for reasons of

scope in this article) and India have a shared
background as great powers with substantial
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economic, diplomatic, and normative influ-
ence, yet neither possesses the comprehensive
capabilities associated with superpowers like
USA and China; this drives the rationale and the
limitations of this emerging EU-India partner-
ship. The growing frictions in relations with USA
and declining American interest to act as the
ultimate guarantor of the international rules-
based order (IRBO), has generated uncertainty
for Europe and India. Increasingly difficult rela-
tions with Washington over a range of issues -
trade, technology governance, industrial policy
- combined with differing approaches to China
and Russia have induced both actors to diver-
sify their external partnerships. At its core, the
contemporary evolution of EU-India relations
reflects a broader transformation in the global
order, which can be interpreted as the latest
manifestation of “middle power convergence™
as middle powers aim for cooperation with
like-minded peers in face of instability posed by
great power behaviour. Canadian Prime Minis-
ter Mark Carney’s January 2026 Davos speech®
framed Europe as a strategic “middle power”
partner for navigating global instability and
popularized this concept: this bears relevance
for EU-India relations too, although India and
EU are default great powers actors by virtue of
their scale, economic weight, and political in-
fluence despite limitations of military or geopo-
litical power projection capabilities of a super-
power.

EU and India seek multipolarity rather than
bipolar confrontation, acknowledge that the
erosion of US power could destabilize the inter-
national system and yet are wary of excessive
dependence on the latter. Both support the
IRBO in principle - differing interpretations of
sovereignty and strategic autonomy notwith-
standing - and seek reliable partners capable
of balancing superpower competition without
compelling binary alignments. This conver-
gence is prominent in domains of emerging
technology (ET), strategic innovation and cli-
mate change. Initiatives like Global Al summits
and digital governance forums reveal a grow-
ing awareness about ETs, shared standards,
and data ecosystems. Here, Europe’s regula-
tory expertise and India’s digital scale create
potential complementarities, while EU seeks
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trusted technology partners beyond USA and
China and India aims to avoid technological
dependency. Historically, EU-India cooper-
ation struggled to move beyond declaratory
rhetoric and lacked urgency on both sides. For
Europe, India was viewed primarily through
economic or developmental lenses rather than
as a key geopolitical partner. For India, the EU
appeared fragmented, overly normative, and
secondary compared to ties with major states
such as the US and Russia, despite certain bi-
lateral synergies with major European states
(e.g. France and Germany). The challenge hith-
erto had been in translating shared interests,
into coordinated action points and policies.
EU’s consensus-driven multilevel governance
and emphasis on human rights, sustainability,

While neither Europe nor India can shape
the transforming international order
individually, harnessing their complemen-
tarities facilitates an emerging synergy

and regulatory standards clashed with India’s
centralized foreign policymaking and priorities
of development and sovereignty. The reversal
of globalization, weaponization of economic
interdependence, and intensifying US-Chi-
na competition are collectively restricting the
geopolitical space for middle and great powers
alike; leading to the logic for deeper EU-India
cooperation despite obstacles and institutional
asymmetries.

The security and defence
partnership: light at the end
of the tunnel?

While neither Europe nor India can shape the
transforming international order individually,
harnessing their complementarities facilitates
this emerging synergy. If Europe contributes
capital, technological capability, institution-
al governance, and market access then India
offers demographic scale, geopolitical reach,
military capacity, and political legitimacy
across the Global South. Accordingly, New
Delhi and Brussels need to uphold the princi-
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ple of issue-based diversification of partner-
ships as a strategic necessity and patiently
preserve certain aspects of the existing IRBO
while adapting it to reflect new realities; and
recognize that the partnership can go beyond
trade agreements and diplomatic symbolism
to successfully navigate a new pathway beyond
the binaries imposed by a truculent US or a
recalcitrant China. Considering this, the SDP,
signed by EU High Representative Kaja Kallas
and Indian External Affairs Minister S. Jaishan-
kar acquires significance. The first overarching

Barely a decade back, convergences

in the security domain were
unthinkable despite limited cooperation
in some strategic sectors

EU-India security framework, this encompass-
es cooperation across maritime security, cyber
and hybrid threats, counterterrorism, space
security, defence industry and technology, and
artificial intelligence. It also institutionalizes
an annual ministerial-level EU-India Security
and Defence Dialogue and creates thematic
working streams to give the relationship oper-
ational continuity beyond summit rhetoric. The
SDP therefore marks a significant expansion of
cooperation beyond traditional vertices. While
the exact implementation mechanisms remain
under negotiation and many aspects will evolve
gradually, the agreement contains several stra-
tegically important dimensions that cannot
be underestimated. It is pivotal on three core
frameworks facilitating intelligence sharing,
defence industrial alignment and maritime se-
curity respectively. These assume significance,
since barely a decade back, convergences® in
the security domain were unthinkable despite
limited cooperation in some strategic sectors.
The Security of Information Agreement
(SolA) establishes a legally binding classified
intelligence-sharing framework, effectively a
formal trust certification unlocking threat as-
sessments, tech transfer, and intelligence co-
operation. This provides the legal framework
for official exchanges and signals an embryonic
but meaningful institutionalization of strategic
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trust covering cyber threats, counterterrorism,
hybrid warfare, and critical infrastructure. Like-
wise, maritime security forms a distinctive fea-
ture of the partnership, driven by converging
interests in the crucial geopolitical theatre of
the Indo-Pacific. The EU seeks to safeguard the
Indo-Pacific sea lanes underpinning its pros-
perity and to institutionalize a regional security
presence through a credible regional partner:
like India. Meanwhile India leverages Euro-
pean naval engagement as a supplementary
counterweight to China’s expanding maritime
ambitions. The practical architecture - joint ex-
ercises, port visits, intelligence sharing, and an-
ti-piracy coordination - deepens cooperation
by building on established frameworks and
existing practices in the western Indian Ocean
and Gulf of Aden. Critically, India’s Indian Ocean
geography makes it an indispensable fulcrum
in any credible European Indo-Pacific strategy,
rendering this not merely a bilateral naval ar-
rangement but a structural anchor for Europe’s
broader global role. Additionally, the defence
industrial dimension of the partnership reflects
a calculated convergence of complementary
imperatives; Europe’s drive to reduce supply
chain dependencies dovetails with India’s Make
in India agenda for augmenting its techno-in-
dustrial base. The India-EU Defence Industry
Forum shifts India toward genuine co-develop-
ment, aligns with India’s Aatmanirbhar Bharat
(“Self-reliant India”), and facilitates Indian
eligibility for the EU’s €150bn SAFE defence fi-
nancing instrument. By combining European
technological prowess with India’s scale, the
partnership creates conditions for crucial joint
ventures and technology transfer that could
potentially restructure supplier relationships.
The significance extends beyond bilateral gains
as expanding cooperation can reduce depen-
dence on external suppliers - US and Russia
respectively — and reorient the geometry of
global arms trade in the long term.

Equally significant is the explicit incorpora-
tion of Al governance and technological securi-
ty, reflecting a shared recognition that geopolit-
ical competition has fundamentally expanded
beyond conventional military domains into
digital infrastructure, semiconductor supply
chains, data governance, and the standard-set-
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ting contests surrounding emerging technolo-
gies. Both parties understand that normative
influence over Al and critical technology frame-
works will be a defining axis of future power,
making this dimension not merely a technical
addendum but a forward-looking strategic
bet - positioning the partnership at the inter-
section of hard security and the emerging con-
test for technological sovereignty. Additionally,
the partnership also has a broader political
objective: institutionalizing strategic dialogue
between Brussels and New Delhi. This entails
regular consultations on regional crises, In-
do-Pacific security, global governance reform,
and resilience against economic coercion.
These underline the growing synergy and mu-
tualunderstandingamong both the parties and
theirinterest in elevating and sustaining this re-

but equally significant dividend is legitimacy;
closer institutional ties with major European
partners reinforces New Delhi’s drive for recog-
nition not merely as a regional heavyweight in
Asia, but as global power shaping norms and
practices beyond its immediate neighbour-
hood. This directly contributes to the Indian
position that “a multipolar world, which the EU
prefers, is feasible only by a multipolar Asia™, in
contrast to the Chinese aim of a unipolar Asia
and a bipolar world. The SDP endorses this
status, generates “a logic of co-strategic auton-
omy” and represents a meaningful insurance
against dependence on any single superpower.
Accordingly, beyond questions of economics
and immigration, the relation is transcending
to sensitive domains of defence cooperation,

The EU-India partnership increasingly
rests on a foundation of shared interests

despite starkly divergent worldviews,
strategic cultures and historical contexts

lation; despite crucial differences and diverging
priorities pertaining to terms of trade and the
role of Russia and China. This transformed stra-
tegic landscape has not emerged overnightin a
vacuum. Driven by external shocks - Covid-19
pandemic, supply chain disruptions, weapon-

ized energy and trade, and rising tensions with
China - alongside fears of a volatile US alliance,
the European Union is pursuing strategic au-
tonomy and diversifying its global partnerships
to enhance its resilience, despite the centrality
of the transatlantic relationship to European
security’.

Accordingly, India’s appeal to Europe rests on
a rare combination - a fast-growing democrat-
ic economy with considerable military power
backed by nuclear weapons, robust influence
in the Global South - and crucially, an absence
of the systemic rivalry that defines Europe’s
posture toward China and Russia. This makes
India a credible partner in the drive towards
a multipolar order. For India, the partnership
serves its enduring formulation of strategic au-
tonomy and multi-alignment. Europe serves as
an additional but crucial pillar alongside coop-
eration with the US in the Indo-Pacific, residu-
al defence ties with Russia, and Global South
leadership. Europe delivers tangible strategic
value through access to advanced technology,
investment, market, and regulatory partner-
ship essential to India’s ambition of becom-
ing a leading global actor. A less quantifiable
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intelligence exchanges, dual-use strategic tech-
nologies amongst multiple European countries
and India. This represents a qualitative shift in
EU-Indiarelations and marks a new watershed,
the impact of which is still unfolding and can-
not be preordained.

Diverging strategic cultures,
implementation risks
and mutual (mis)perceptions

The EU-India partnership increasingly rests on
a foundation of shared interests despite stark-
ly divergent worldviews, strategic cultures and
historical contexts. For Brussels, India address-
es a structural vulnerability that can no longer
be deferred; excessive dependence on China
across critical supply chains (rare earths, phar-
maceuticals, semiconductors) at a moment of
weaponized interdependence and geopolitical
risks. India’s scale, democracy, and manufac-
turing ambitions make it uniquely positioned
as a partner. Economically, the FTA delivers
preferential access across nearly the entirety of
bilateral trade value and targets a doubling of
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goods trade by 2032; strategically, it gives Eu-
rope a credible Indo-Pacific anchor that is nei-
ther a client nor rival but provides “the middle
ground”®between US unpredictability and Chi-
nese assertiveness. For New Delhi, punitive tar-
iffs and American willingness to instrumental-
ize trade as geopolitical leverage have exposed
the costs of insufficient diversification, making
preferential EU market access economically
and strategically imperative. The security part-
nership adds a further layer through accelerat-
ed access to European defence technology and
co-production arrangements; and dovetails
with Indian efforts to reduce its historical de-
pendence on Russian military hardware while
bolstering its existing relationships (for e.g. with
France on Rafale jets, Scorpene submarine). Yet
asthe European Policy Centre' has noted, “one
of the partnership’s key challenges will be the
EU’s expectation that India distance itself from
Moscow.” Russia’s consistent backing of India
on Kashmir at the UN Security Council over five
decades remains a strategic asset New Delhi
is unwilling to surrender for European appro-
bation. Both sides managed to navigate these
differences through careful language in a joint
statement that emphasized “rules-based in-
ternational order with the UN at its core,” and
launch “Towards 2030: India-EU Joint Compre-
hensive Strategic Agenda” for further deepen-
ing of ties™.

Europe approaches geopolitics through a
distinct historical and institutional lens shaped
by the European integration, multilateralism,
and the preservation of a rules-based order.
The Russian invasion of Ukraine has profoundly
altered these assumptions, transforming hard
security calculations from a peripheral activity
into a central priority. The war is not a regional
conflict but a direct challenge to the principles
of territorial sovereignty, political indepen-
dence, and the post-1945 European security
architecture; these have forced Europe to ac-
knowledge its status as an economic super-
power with persistent limitations as a security
actor. Consequently, the EU has placed increas-
ingemphasis on deterrence, resilience, defence
industrial capacity, and security cooperation
among member states: with mixed results. The
conflict has exposed a fundamental contradic-
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tion; although the EU possesses considerable
economic weight, regulatory influence, and
diplomatic reach, its response to the war has
highlighted its deep reliance on USAforcredible
hard-security guarantees. This has generated
an uncomfortable realization that despite am-
bitions of being a key global actor, Europe lacks
the military capabilities and decision-making
structures necessary to operate autonomous-
ly. Concurrently, India’s multi-alignment pos-
ture is effectively the 21%-century successor
to non-alignment; it isn’t rhetorical posturing
but a deeply held conviction, hardened by
the post-war exclusion of the Global South
and repeatedly reaffirmed when “rules-based”
frameworks are selectively enforced by great
powers. Significantly, issue-based mini-later-
al frameworks and summit diplomacy may
initiate pathways for tangible partnerships, as
demonstrated by the 3 India-Nordic Summit
(May 19, 2026) which generated agreements on
maritime security, defence cooperation, Al and
outer space, despite diametrically differing per-
ceptions of Russia between Nordic states and
India®.

Beneath these obvious tactical convergen-
ces, lies a deeper structural symmetry: both
EU and India occupy analogous positions in
the emerging global hierarchy - major powers
of enormous weight and potential, yet short of
superpower dominance, and facing structurally
similar (but not identical) challenges. EU and
India’s shared predicament is the foundation
of a natural strategic affinity, reinforced by gen-
uine complementarity of interests and assets;
uncomfortable with Sino-US bipolarity, they
advocate multipolarity, while carefully preserv-
ing their relationship with Washington and aim-
ing to salvage the IRBO. Europe brings technol-
ogy, capital, institutional depth, and regulatory
capacity while India contributes demographic
scale, hard power, Indo-Pacific reach, and un-
matched influence across the Global South.
Layered over this is a shared, if imperfect,
democratic identity - two pluralist systems at-
tempting to reconcile sovereignty and external
engagement in a fragmenting global order with
great power competition, technological dis-
ruption, and economic coercion. The future of
EU-India relations then depend on transcend-
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ing from transactional engagements towards
genuine strategic collaborations; and the more
instructive question is whether depth requires
alignment. The institutional architecture under
construction - the Defence Industry Forum, the
SolA framework, annual dialogue mechanisms
- generates self-sustaining institutional and
political momentum. This novel form of “mod-
ular partnership” concentrates cooperation on
domains of genuine convergence (maritime
security, critical minerals, cyber, defence indus-
try) while managing divergences (Russia and
China) and works “not from denying misalign-
ment, but from engineering the partnership to
function where interests overlap and to remain
viable where they do not.”** Arguably, this can
be a viable template for tangible partnerships,
beyond conventional alliance politics, among
great powers exercising strategic autonomy.

Concluding remarks:
enacting stability through
managed friction

Within a month of the EU-India FTA and SDP,
New Delhi hosted successive visits by German
Chancellor Merz (January 12-13), French Pres-
ident Macron (February 17-19), and Slovak
President Pellegrini (February 17-20), that re-
sulted in a slew of notable bilateral advances
in economy, technology and strategic issues.
It's evident that these are not isolated trends,
as the engagement continues to expand with
the latest development being a “Comprehen-
sive Partnership” (June 15) between Slovakia
and India that covers cooperation in defence,
ETs and the civilian nuclear sector®. An artefact
of the unfolding global (dis)order, the growing
EU-India partnership represents an evolving ex-
periment in pragmatic multipolar cooperation.
This is a flexible partnership between two rad-
ically dissimilar actors endorsing their mutual
aspirations and capabilities in an era of power
transition and great power competition. Hence,
the significance of this moment lies more in the
agreement itself than traditional international
relations postulates might suggest. Neither the
dawn of an unwavering alliance, nor mundane
diplomatic symbolism, this is more interesting
historically. Two large, complex, multi-cultural,
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democratic polities, shaped by very different
histories and threat environments, are choos-
ing structured engagement over comfortable
distance precisely because the world has be-
come too unpredictable for either to manage
alone. The evolution of this partnership despite
contrasting institutional and historical legacies
(transatlantic cooperation and the genesis of
the EU versus the Non-Aligned Movement), and

The growing EU-India partnership
represents an evolving experiment
in pragmatic multipolar cooperation

absence of shared threat perceptions (Europe-
an anxiety over Russian subversion in Europe
and Indian concern over Chinese transgres-
sions in Himalayas and Indian Ocean) warrants
attention. This is perhaps a harder, slower, and
more demanding form of convergence than
a conventional alliance. Yet in this unfolding
multipolar world, characterized by more of
disruption and less of conviction, New Delhi
and Brussels may also be embarking on a path
which is refreshingly honest and potentially,
more resilient.
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“| BELIEVE THE
SMARTER APPROACH IS
TO RESPOND WITH
STRATEGIC PATIENCE”

According to estimates, the so-called Russian shadow fleet consists of

threshold, Western companies are forbidden
from offering or providing shipping, financing
or insurance services.

The introduction of the price cap serves two
purposes that may seem contradictory at first
glance:

First, it is intended to weaken Russia so that
it can no longer finance its war against Ukraine.
Because the Russian economy lacks diversifi-
cation, it is dependent on energy exports. De-
cades ago, Moscow made the strategic mistake

several hundred or even over a thousand tankers — often older ones —
which Russia uses to try to circumvent Western sanctions. Following
several incidents of alleged sabotage and espionage in recent years, there
has been increased discussion about the threat posed by this fleet. “Ethics

and Armed Forces” spoke with a military analyst about this topic.

Commander Adrians, what exactly is meant
by the Russian shadow fleet?

It is misleading to speak of a Russian “shad-
ow fleet”. Even though the term has become
established both here in Germany and inter-
nationally, one should not assume that it re-
fers to an organized fleet of ships. Rather, the
“shadow fleet” describes the phenomenon
of maritime transport outside of established
control mechanisms. In other words, it means
the circumvention or disregard of certain in-
surance requirements or obligations to docu-
ment cargo, for example. This kind of activity
was already going on before Russia systemat-
ically began using tankers for oil exports that
do not meet international safety and environ-
mental standards, and whose ownership, reg-
istration and flag status are often - and likely
deliberately - opaque.

This may all sound complicated, and it is!
But it is not a new phenomenon. Until 2022,
“shadow fleets” - also known as “gray fleets”
or “dark fleets” - were mainly associated with
countries in the Global South, such as Iran and
Venezuela. In many European countries, howe-
ver, the phenomenon received little attention.

But why is this fleet so important to Russia,
politically and economically?

The reason that Russia is now relying heavily
on alternative maritime transport is that this
is the only way it can profitably export large
quantities of oil. Following the invasion of
Ukraine in February 2022, Western nations in-
troduced a “Russian oil price cap” in Decem-
ber 2022.* This means that if Russia wishes
to sell and deliver oil at a price above this set
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of orienting its distribution infrastructure to-
ward Europe. Since European countries have
reduced their imports, Russia has increasingly
had to redirect its exports to more distant mar-
kets. To do this, it needs tankers.

Second, we don’t want to destabilize the glo-
bal oil market. This would happen if there were
an embargo on Russian oil. With the price cap
in place, Russia can continue to export it legally.

Because Western companies dominate the
various maritime transport sectors, the as-
sumption was that Russia depended on them
and would therefore have to lower its prices in
order to continue using their services. Moscow
has since circumvented this measure by using
technically substandard and often opaquely
registered tankers - that is, vessels that opera-
te outside of established control mechanisms.
Calling them a “shadow fleet” is a nice meta-
phor, but it doesn’t capture the full picture. In-
stead, one should say that Russia has created
an alternative maritime service network with
which it circumvents the price cap.

Since when has the shadow fleet been per-
ceived not only as a way of getting round
sanctions but also as a security issue?
Since late 2024, there have been repeated in-
cidents of damage to critical underwater infra-
structure in the Baltic Sea. The vessels blamed
for these incidents - or those actually respon-
sible — are civilian and have ties to Russia.
Consequently, the West has come to suspect
that Russia is using them to carry out strategic
sabotage. Not just random acts of vandalism,
asitwere, butactions designed to severely im-
pair an adversary’s ability to act.

It is important to note, however, that not all
civilian vessels with ties to Russia belong to the
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“shadow fleet” or should be counted as part
of it. It is easy to use this term in debates be-
cause it has become familiar and immediately
provides a context for understanding. But as |
explained earlier, this is a complex phenome-
non. That’s why I don’t like the term, and when |
douse it - simply because it has become estab-
lished - I always put it in quotation marks.

To what extent can the shadow fleet be un-
derstood as part of hybrid warfare?

| find such questions problematic because
they suggest several assumptions that in my
view are incorrect.

First, Russia’s “shadow fleet” should be un-
derstood as a phenomenon rather than a struc-
tured organization. Consequently, it cannot be
viewed as a unified policy instrument; at most,
individual vessels might serve that purpose.
Even if a distinct pattern of activity emerges
from these individual ships, it is more accurate
toview it as a separate phenomenon. While this
pattern may often intertwine with the “shadow
fleet,” the two should not be equated.

Second, the term “hybrid warfare” is also
problematic because it is inherently a Western
concept. Applying it to Russian strategy cons-
titutes a methodological error that can easily
lead to flawed conclusions, as the term lacks
the same meaning and significance in Russian
military discourse as it does in the West. Today,
virtually every Russian action - or even per-
ceived action - directed at Western nations is
reflexively labeled “hybrid”. But what does that
actually mean?! Ultimately, relying on a foreign
loanword that is uncommon in everyday Ger-
man to explain such a multifaceted geopolitical
phenomenon is a poor linguistic choice.

What can be said without bias is that Rus-
sian-linked civilian vessels have repeatedly
served as platforms for activities designed to
heighten Western security concerns. These
incidents include signal jamming and drone
deployments. Both the resulting psychological
impact - specifically, Western unease — and the
ambiguity surrounding Moscow’s operational
attribution and strategic intent align with the
goal of “information warfare”, as it is called in
Russian military discourse. This has a technical
and a psychological component. While - to the
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best of my knowledge - the maritime dimen-
sion of this strategy remains understudied, the
term is far more precise than “hybrid warfare.”
It better encapsulates the Russian doctrine,
which is described as “controlled destabiliza-
tion” or “organized chaos”.

What evidence exists of individual vessels en-
gaging in espionage, sabotage, or reconnais-
sance - and where does speculation begin?

Often, the only thing that can be proven is
that something unusual has taken place -
that is, after damage has been discovered or
after a drone’s overflight couldn’t be attribut-
ed to anyone. So we are frequently caught off
guard. Taking action against this and identi-
fying those responsible has always been diffi-
cult. As a result, the initiative and the advan-
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tage usually lie with those who successfully
stage a surprise operation.

In many cases, therefore, it is impossible to
state with certainty that Russia is behind a spe-
cific action. Plausibility and circumstantial evi-
dence, however compelling, do not equal proof.
Such concrete proof remains essential if an ac-
tor is to be held legally accountable, whether
through diplomatic means or international law.

In cases of damage to critical underwater in-
frastructure, the vessels later implicated were
identified due to anomalous navigational beha-
vior - such as lingering at low speeds or main-
taining specific courses — combined with clear
links to Russia. Similarly, when drones are spot-
ted over critical infrastructure such as airports,
wind farms, or military bases, the focus of the
question shifts to identifying which state or non-
state actor possesses both the strategic interest
and the capability to conduct such operations.

Why is the Baltic Sea in particular so sensi-
tive for Russia and for NATO?

The Baltic Sea resembles a one-way street in
a residential area: For most Baltic countries,
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the sea is their only connection to the oceans.
Consequently, and because the vast majority of
goods are transported by sea, maritime trafficis
particularly heavy. Furthermore, the Baltic Sea
separates the Scandinavian Peninsula from
Central Europe and is relatively narrow com-
pared to other marginal seas. Due to these geo-
graphical conditions, incidents such as disrup-
tions to radio communications usually have an
immediate impact on several Baltic countries.
Russia has always been at a disadvantage in
the Baltic Sea region because it is located at
the eastern end. After the collapse of the Soviet
Union, its coastline not only shrank but was

Russia’s capacity to shape
the Baltic maritime order has
shrunk to mere provocations

also divided between the Kaliningrad exclave
and the area around the eastern part of the Gulf
of Finland. This situation fuels the fear of en-
circlement and invasion that is deeply rooted
in Russian security thinking.

Distrust of the West among Russian elites has
grown since the turn of the millennium in the
wake of so-called “color revolutions” in vari-
ous countries as well as the Arab Spring. With-
in Russian political and military circles, these
uprisings are rarely viewed as genuine expres-
sions of popular sovereignty; instead, they are
perceived as Western-orchestrated or at least
Western-assisted operations. Consequently,
a pervasive fear of losing domestic authority
and geopolitical control has led Moscow to
prioritize securing its immediate geographic
periphery. In this context, experts often inter-
pret the 2014 annexation of Crimea, the back-
ing of separatists in the Donbas, and the 2022
full-scale invasion of Ukraine as manifestations
of an escalatory security policy thinking which
is rooted in a deep-seated mistrust of Western
intentions. Within NATO, there was concern re-
garding potential Russian aggression against
other neighboring nations like the Baltic States.

The Baltic Sea vividly illustrates the conse-
quences of Russia’s changed security perception
of itself and other countries. While the geogra-
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phical realities of this enclosed sea inherently
dictate regional cooperation, Moscow began
modernizing its military capabilities in the Baltic
Sea region as early as 2007 and has built defen-
sive as well as offensive capabilities. Following
the events of 2014 and 2022, Russia has no lon-
ger been viewed as a partner, forcing the other
Baltic countries to prioritize deterrence and de-
fense against Moscow. This dynamic has trigge-
red a classic security dilemma. For the West, it
has fostered greater unity, manifested in Finland
and Sweden joining NATO. Conversely, Russia’s
capacity to shape the Baltic maritime order
has shrunk to mere provocations. The Kremlin
knows that democratic societies shy away from
escalation. The question is only how far Russia
will go - after all, it remains dependent on free
passage through the Baltic Sea. In my opinion,
Russian provocations should always be inter-
preted in the context of information warfare
which is aimed at creating societal unrest.

Since early 2025, NATO has responded with
Operation Baltic Sentry. Is this operation
primarily about surveillance, deterrence,
protecting critical infrastructure or all of the
above?

It is primarily about protecting critical under-
water infrastructure.? Thatis the main objective.
To achieve it, surveillance is important - that is,
establishing and maintaining situational aware-
ness. This in turn creates a deterrent effect.

And has this already had an impact?

The frequency of serious incidents involv-
ing underwater infrastructure has decreased
since the start of this “enhanced vigilance ac-
tivity”, as it is called, but they have not com-
pletely stopped. Aside from that, | think it is
still too early to draw any conclusions. We
should just get used to the idea that surveil-
lance and monitoring activities like “Baltic
Sentry” will continue unless or until Russia
changes its foreign policy.

Without going into the details of interna-
tional law, what practical measures are
available to European countries and NATO?
First and foremost, the goal is to achieve the
most comprehensive situational awareness
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possible in order to detect anomalies quickly
and respond in time. This is achieved through
sensor fusion and information sharing. In in-
ternational security discourse, this approach
is referred to as “deterrence by attribution”.
This means that adversarial forces who
threaten our security can no longer assume
they will remain one step ahead or that they
have to fear immediate exposure.

Other options include stopping and inspec-
ting suspicious tankers at sea. However, there
are differing legal requirements and levels of
political willingness among nations in this re-
gard. In my view, this is not likely to change
anytime soon. However, it may be an advan-
tage when dealing with Russia. When countries
act unilaterally, it becomes more difficult for
Russian propaganda to condemn the entire
West. Furthermore, unilateral actions do not
preclude international cooperation.® A recent
example is the joint effort by France and the
United Kingdom in intercepting and inspecting
tankers. In such scenarios, one nation execu-
tes the physical operation while the other pro-
vides remote reconnaissance and surveillance
support, remaining clear of directinvolvement.

In your view, what are the biggest limitations:
legal, political or military?

In my opinion, there is no political consensus,
either in Germany or in the West, on what an
acceptable and achievable end state in deal-
ing with the Russian “shadow fleet” would ac-
tually look like. The question is, what exactly
are we working toward? Earlier | mentioned
the supposed dilemma regarding Russian oil.
The price cap was a very good idea, but once
again we underestimated Russia’s ingenuity.
Whatever we do, the Kremlin will likely find a
solution. In this back-and-forth, it all comes
down to who is faster.

Are we seeing a shift in strategy among
Western nations in how they deal with the
“shadow fleet”? For example, toward more
aggressive inspections or detentions of indi-
vidual vessels, as recently observed?

In my view, the actions of countries such as
France, the United Kingdom and Belgium out-
side the Baltic Sea represent an expansion of
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their strategy. | do not yet see a complete stra-
tegic shift, that is, a significant change from
their previous approach. Such things usually
become clear only with the passage of time.

Concurrently, Russia is sending political and
military signals of its intent to provide en-
hanced protection for its vessels. Recent indi-
cators include stationing a destroyer off Feh-
marn or deploying naval escorts. How do you
interpret these maneuvers?

Russia is increasing its presence along the mar-
itime route through the Baltic Sea in the form
of warships, each of which has a specific area
of responsibility within which it patrols. That
is why you often see them off the coast of Feh-
marn, for example. The underlying message is

“Deterrence by attribution” means

that adversarial forces who threaten our
security can no longer assume they

will remain one step ahead or that they have
to fear immediate exposure

that Russia is prepared to assert its interests
and, if necessary, defend them. On the face of
it, that seems threatening. But it’s important to
note that this places a particularly heavy strain
on the Russian Navy and will wear it down over
the long term. It means that warships have to
go to the shipyard more often. But for a long
time, the Russian shipbuilding industry has
faced various difficulties, such as shortages of
personnel and spare parts. This repeatedly re-
sultsin warships remainingin dry dock or at the
pier longer than originally planned, meaning
they are not available for deployment. Russia
already has to redeploy units from other fleets
to the Baltic Sea to make up for the shortfalls.
So it is only a matter of time before Russia will
be unable to continue protecting tankers in this
way. In addition, it is even less able to maintain
such a presence outside the Baltic Sea because
it lacks the necessary large warships and supply
ships, not to mention overseas bases.

There have also been reports that Russia is
placing private military contractors aboard its
tankers. What do we know about this?
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Thisissue has been discussed in expert circles
for some time and, according to recent media
reports,* appears to have been on the rise
since the beginning of this year. This is likely
due to increased inspections both in the Bal-
tic Sea and in other European maritime areas.
These teams, which are typically small - con-
sisting of fewer than ten people - would have
two main tasks: on the one hand, to deter
Western nations from conducting inspections
through their presence and the fact that they
carry arms; and on the other hand, to prevent
the civilian crew from cooperating too read-
ily and allowing themselves to be inspected.

Whether deploying security

personnel aboard Russian tankers

will impress Western nations

remains to be seen in the coming months

Whether this will impress Western nations re-
mains to be seen in the coming months.

The Kremlin is likely to continue deploying
security personnel aboard ships: First, this fuels
the narrative spread by Russian politicians like
Putin that Western inspections are illegal and
constitute an act of piracy. Second, escorting
by warships is no longer necessary for every
tanker, since some can now, in theory, protect
themselves. Third, equipping individual mer-
chant ships with security personnel is sufficient
to increase the West’s intelligence-gathering
and decision-making burden. In this way, the
Kremlin regains dominance over escalation for
the time being. However, the question remains,
as it often does, of how long Russia will conti-
nue to deploy security personnel on tankers
and what countermeasures the West will take.
In my view, successfully boarding one or two
tankers with such personnel on board would
be enough to embarrass Russia. This would
also send a clear signal to buyers of Russian oil:
namely, that they can no longer rely on deliver-
ies via the “shadow fleet.”

Does this mark a shift away from plausible
deniability toward a more overt state-backed
protection strategy?
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That is difficult to predict at the moment.
Russia will probably seek further ways to pro-
tect the tankers, and test new methods, such
as flying the Russian flag. But once again, it
remains highly questionable whether such
measures will effectively deter Western na-
tions from conducting vessel inspections if
there are legitimate doubts regarding the
ships’ official flag status.

To what extent do these maritime and aerial
encounters pose a risk of inadvertent escala-
tion?

That is difficult to quantify. In my view, we
must better distinguish between intent, mis-
calculations, and mistakes. However, even if
not every incident is intentional, the impact
can be exactly the same.

The response to such incidents depends on
our political willingness to escalate. But we
must be clear: If we do nothing, Russia will
interpret this as weakness. And if we do too
much, Russia will accuse us of aggression.
Yet this dilemma should not make us lose our
heads. Instead, we should exercise strategic pa-
tience. By this I mean long-term security plan-
ning that makes use of all instruments of state
power - not just diplomatic or military ones,
but both, plus others such as intelligence and
financial means. Itisimportant to strictly follow
this path in order to grow stronger over time
and not allow ourselves to be worn down by
provocations or crises.

What constitutes prudent escalation manage-
ment in difficult situations?

There is no one-size-fits-all answer. Decisions
are highly contingent on the specific circum-
stances and are often made in a matter of
minutes, if not seconds. It’s up to the military
leaders to quickly evaluate their immediate
situation and formulate a proportional re-
sponse, making the standard of training and
experience of personnel on the ground para-
mount.

In my view, there is a structural deficit in
communication formats and channels capable
of resolving any misunderstandings that could
lead to a major escalation. During the Cold War,
such mechanisms reportedly existed at the
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technical level, for instance through dedicated
radio channels. While these channels remain in
place, they have since become politicized - or
more accurately, communication through them
is often conducted in a highly political manner.
This fundamentally undermines mutual trust,
at least regarding maritime safety.

What does this mean for the crews of our own
ships, who must observe, assess and endure
such situations?

On the one hand, it means uncertainty. On the
other, we should view every Russian provoca-
tion or mistake as a learning experience. Russia
might step up its actions, but at the same time
we are learning and improving. As long as we
respond with strategic patience, it is difficult for
Moscow to read our intentions. While this ap-
proach may seem overly passive to outsiders,
| believe it is the smarter strategy. Otherwise,
Russia controls our reflexes - a classic Soviet
strategy.

In naval circles, it is sometimes said that na-
tional and Alliance defense in the Baltic Sea
is not just an emergency scenario, but a daily
reality. Is that an exaggeration, or does it ac-
curately describe the situation today?

That depends on our definition of “defense”.
Traditionally, we define it in terms of a state
of war. From a Western perspective, however,
there is no such state with Russia. While we
are observing heightened tensions, we remain
formally at peace. It's important to protect our
values and principles. We do this through the
presence of warships, for example, and by con-
ducting exercises that involve civilian actors
and organizations.

We must realize that if we allow ourselves
to become panicky, we are falling for Russia’s
information warfare tricks. That is why, once
again, strategic patience is crucial.

Commander Adrians, thank you very much
for the interview.

Questions by Riidiger Frank.
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1 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/de/press/
press-releases/2022/12/03/russian-oil-eu-agrees-on-
level-of-price-cap/

2 https://shape.nato.int/operations/operations-and-
missions/baltic-sentry

3 https://www.swp-berlin.org/publikation/russlands-
begrenzte-faehigkeiten-zum-schutz-seiner-schatten-
flotte

4 https://www.tagesschau.de/multimedia/pod-
cast/11km/podcast-11km-3690.html
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