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Europe’s past as the world's future:
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Abstract

The main thesis of this paper is as follows: Europe’s political past is the
present and most likely the future of the world. That is to say: the inherent
nature of the nation-state and of national sovereignty has been globalized.
Many features and structures of European states and of European past in-
ter-state systems have gone global. What European states, by and large, have
left behind, takes places nowadays elsewhere around the world. Europeans
have never been particular geniuses. But Europeans were the first to invent
the concept of the nation-state and the idea of national sovereignty—and
practiced the excesses that come with it. This does not mean that the se-
quencing of experiences in Europe repeats itself everywhere and always.
There is no determinism in human history. But when we look back into
Europe’s history in a systematizing and enumerative way, immediately a
sample of European experiences comes to mind which will sound surpris-
ingly familiar to any student of contemporary international affairs.

Abstract (Italiano)

La tesi principale di questo articolo ¢ la seguente: il passato politico dell’ Eu-
ropa rappresenta il presente e, con ogni probabilita, il futuro del mondo.
Vale a dire: la natura intrinseca dello Stato-nazione e della sovranita nazio-
nale si ¢ globalizzata. Molte caratteristiche e strutture proprie degli Stati
europei e dei sistemi interstatali europei del passato si sono diffuse a livello
globale. Cio che gli Stati europei, nel loro complesso, si sono lasciati alle
spalle, oggi si manifesta altrove nel mondo. Gli europei non sono mai stati
particolarmente geniali. Tuttavia, furono i primi a inventare il concetto di
Stato-nazione ¢ I’idea di sovranith nazionale—e a sperimentarne anche gli
eccessi. Questo non significa che la sequenza delle esperienze europee si ri-
peta ovunque e sempre. Non esiste alcun determinismo nella storia umana.
Ma se osserviamo retrospettivamente la storia europea in modo sistematico
ed enumerativo, emergono immediatamente una serie di esperienze euro-
pee che risulteranno sorprendentemente familiari a qualsiasi studioso delle
relazioni internazionali contemporance.
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Studies of peace and order are necessary because there are conflict
and disorder. Revisionism destroys order and peace. But it generates
new order and new conditions for the world. Since 2015 I have been
arguing that World War III has begun. Its root causes were and are
not in Europe but outside of Europe. The root causes of World War
III have to do with the simple but powerful global success of a highly
ambivalent European export product: The concept of national sov-
ereignty and the structure of the nation-state have gone global. More
than any other idea originating in Europe. Whether it is an act of
political imagination (Anderson, 1993) or a legal frame for a cul-
tural society: the aspirations and the aberrations of the nation-state
have become global; and the ambivalences of national sovereignty
have been universalized. Therefore, strong and weak states, wealthy
and poor states, imperial aspirations and failed states exist side by
side (Colomer, 2007). World War III combines civil wars and in-
ter-state wars, it links disputes of resources, power and ideology in
ways integrated Europe has mostly de-learned. World War III ech-
oes the demographic explosion outside Europe and new means of
communication which connect and divide all citizens of the world.
(Kiihnhardt, 2017).

Why are so many people still so surprised about what is going on
in the wider world? The main thesis of this paper is straightforward:
many of the political dynamics shaping the contemporary world have
deep roots in Europe’s historical experience. In particular, the logic
of the nation-state and the principle of national sovereignty—first
consolidated in Europe—have progressively expanded on a glob-
al scale. Several features once characteristic of European interstate
competition now structure international politics far beyond Europe
itself. While European states have, to some extent, moved beyond
some of these patterns through integration, similar dynamics con-
tinue to emerge elsewhere in the world. This does not imply any
deterministic repetition of European history. Historical trajectories
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always differ across contexts. Yet a broad look at Europe’s political
development reveals a number of recurring patterns that remain
strikingly relevant for understanding contemporary international
affairs. I begin with regard to the inter-state system, which teaches us
more than the famous “Thucydides’ Trap” formulated so brilliantly
by Graham T. Allison (Allison, 2017). His best-selling thesis: The
rise of Athens and the fear of Sparta made the Peloponnesian War
almost inevitable. The rise of China and the fear of the US, however,
should not, Allisson argued, lead inevitably to war between the two
superpowers. Let me look beyond this thesis at the inter-state system
then and now and share eight observations:

1. Mental maps and causes for rivalries change continuously: over
five centuries, from the 15th to the 20th century, mental maps
have often changed (e.g. delineating the internal borders of
Europe; talking about Middle East or Near East) (Gould and
White, 1996; Holmén and Gotz, 2022). In today’s world, the
redesigning of spaces has not ended (e.g. Indo-Pacific, China’s
nine-dots-line, Artic circle, Abraham Accords). Likewise, new
dimensions of power and wealth were added to past internal
European (and subsequently transatlantic) rivalries. Maritime
races from the age of the explorers to the construction of the
Panama Canal became a permanent factor of intra-European
and US-European politics (Lavery, 2013). In today’s world, new
dimensions of public concern have turned into global power ra-
ces (e.g. climate change, outer space, Arctica and Antarctica).

2. Striving for hegemony and strategies of roll-back never end:
while in the 17th and 18th century, Habsburg’s hegemony
came under pressure by a rising France, in today’s world US
hegemony is under pressure by a rising China. Usually, new
players provoke roll-back alliances: in 17th century Europe,
the Great Alliance tried to tame France (Hochedlinger, 2003;
Rommelse and Onnekink, 2016). In today’s world, Indo-
Pacific strategies, “Quad”, AUKUS and other initiatives, inclu-
ding the Indian “Necklace of Diamonds” strategy, try to balan-
ce or even roll-back the Chinese global strategy of “One Belt,
One Road”. Beyond rolling back China, the United States
under President Trump is obviously repeating old European
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thinking about the undeclared right of hegemons to be self-
righteous without respect for friends and foes alike.

. Obsession with territoriality, dissolution of states and acqui-

sition of territories is nothing new: for centuries, Europe has
had experience with the dissolution of states. 350 German sta-
tes dissolved before and after 1815 alone (Evans and Wilson,
2011). The German Democratic Republic dissolved in 1990,
and so did the Soviet Union in 1991 and Yugoslavia betwe-
en 1991 and 1999. On the other hand, power in Europe was
enhanced through violent territorial acquisitions, often with
the argument that one’s own defense had to be strengthened.
In today’s world, the way Russia is fighting over every squa-
re kilometer of Ukraine, China is claiming Taiwan or Iran is
eying the territory of Bahrein, might be called old European
thinking. Moreover, between the 11th and the 20th century,
more than thirty times European political entities have bought
territories. For the US, buying territory has been inherent in
the ascent of the modern empire of the Western hemisphe-
re: Louisiana Purchase bought from France; Florida from
Spain; Northwestern Missouri (Platte Purchase) from native
Americans; Arizona, California, Nevada, Utah, New Mexico
from Mexico; Alaska from Russia; Philippines from Spain;
the Danish West Indies from Denmark (Wikipedia, 2021). In
today’s world, geopolitical neglect by Denmark and the EU
amidst the meltdown of the Arctic ice shelf and its geo-eco-
nomic and geopolitical consequences has brought Greenland
to the center of US national security interests. After Brexit,
Britain lost sovereignty over the Chagos Archipelago. Iran
was watching and directed its missiles (which could also reach
Europe proper). France might be next to lose sovereignty over
New Caledonia. In this case, China is watching. Claims of ac-
tors in the global South overlap with imperialistic revival in the
global South and counter-revisionism in the global North.

Balance of power and legitimacy remain under pressure: the
concept of balance of power, beginning with the Peace Treaty
of Utrecht in 1713, remained stable as long as the monar-
chic legitimacy of the main players was mutually recognized
(Lesaffer, 2019). In today’s world, Russia, the largest country
on earth, claims to fear encirclement but is more obviously
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afraid of the spill over of democratic “color” revolutions in its
Western and Southern neighborhood. Balancing power and
deterrence policies against Iran have grossly failed because of
the inherent nature of the Islamic Republic. Systemic rivalries
remain a receipt for regional conflicts elsewhere, at times by
way of externalizing domestic interests, with the help of wars
by proxy or camouflaged as a strategic recalibration.

5. The fragility of collective security looms large: collective security,
based on conference diplomacy and supplemented by the forma-
tion of alliances, provided stability as long as all big European po-
wers accepted the same rules. Henry Kissinger saw the European
pentarchy of the 19th century as a “vision of a European go-
vernment” (Kissinger, 1964; Kissinger, 1986: 409). We know
that it failed. In today’s world, those who see the United Nations
as the nucleus of a global government, have been regularly di-
sappointed by impossible reforms of the Security Council and
ongoing challenges to rule-based governance across the globe.
The UN has not moved beyond fragile ambitions of collective
security. The Trump Board of Peace is a provocative response to
this existential limitation of the United Nations.

6. Spheres of influence come in many versions: the claim for
spheres of influence has a long history among Europeans. In
1555, religious wars in Central Europe ended with the confes-
sional Peace of Augsburg (cuius regio, eius religio), which me-
ant a reciprocal recognition of Catholic and Protestant spheres
of influence (May 1999). Subsequently, national interests re-
placed the universal religious code and imperial recognition,
but internal rifts continued beyond the Thirty Years War and
until the end of the Holy Roman Empire of the Germanic
Nation. Think of the 19th century scramble for Africa which
was confirmed by the Berlin Conference in 1884/85 (Harlow
and Carter, 2020). Or think of the Great Game, the British-
Russian rivalry over Central Asia which took a long way to
be tamed by the Petersburg Convention of 1907 (Hopkirk,
1990). In today’s world, we are witnessing that the globe is hea-
ding toward two or three spheres of influence, a US-dominated
Western hemisphere, a China-dominated Asia-Pacific, and
possibly, a revisionist Russia which tries to project its influence,
again, over Europe. Will the European Union play any role in
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such a new world order? The answer depends on the outcome
of the war in Ukraine.

. Warfare continues in spite of past killings: all throughout the

19th and 20th century, warfare was a continuum in Europe.
Between 1815 and 1914, 23 wars broke out in Europe
(Hamilton, 2012). Afterwards and on a global scale, neither
the League of Nations nor the United Nations have been able
to eliminate the evil of warfare. The two world wars originating
in Europe did not deter people in other parts of the world to
regularly take up arms to fight and to kill as a continuation
of politics by other means (e.g. Rwanda, Burundi, Kongo,
Middle East). In today’s world, as many or more people were
killed in civil wars and international conflicts since 1990 than
during World War I (Kithnhardt, 2017).

The limits of de-politized deal making are obvious: throughout
the 20th century, the League of Nations and, even more so, the
United Nations tried to reduce conflicts by de-politicizing them
without addressing the root causes of these conflicts (e.g. Upper
Silesia referendum in 1921; Palestine-Israel conflict since 1948;
Kosovo since 1999, global sustainability goals since 2000). In
today’s world, Trump-style deal-making is about quick deals
with a primacy on personal interaction of “big man” without
giving too much attention to complex root causes of conflicts.
Trying to achieve regime change in Iran just with air bombar-
dment was such a deal making error. But do we really know how
much of the attack on Iran in 2026 was about regime change in
Iran and how much was about US ambitions to limit the global
role of China, including its access to Middle East oil?

Europe’s past as the world’s future? Second, I look at four features of
the changing nature of statehood across today’s world:

1.

National interests and nationalism: whether religious or ide-
ological cleavages, struggle over property and economic in-
terests, Europe has seen it all what the world in our age of
disorder is experiencing now. Anybody who may think that
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“national interests first” is a new global phenomenon in the
age of MAGA, should study the quest for hegemony between
the 16th and 20th century inside Europe (Davies, 1996). In
today’s world, one lesson from Europe’s past does not seem to
deter the biggest and the smallest “make us great again”-natio-
nalists anywhere: The absolute primacy of national interests in
Europe has always ended in self-destruction.

2. Forms and means of warfare: in Europe’s past, new rivalries
have continuously generated new forms of warfare. Mobile
soldiers, that is mercenaries (routiers, landsquenets) (Fowler,
2001) in the Middle Ages, warlords, new means to finance
warfare by overseas arms sales and the partial militarization of
overseas trade rivalries during the 16th and 17th century were
well known in Europe. The Dutch East India Company or the
British Levant Company are almost forgotten by many who
study global arms races today (Mostert, 2007; Wood, 1934,
1964). In today’s world, new forms of warfare by drones,
cyber-attacks or outer-space rivalries might be technically new,
but mercenaries and warlords have remained part and parcel of
contemporary disorder. The lack of the monopoly of violence
in the hands of legitimate state power can be studied every
day from Lebanon, the Gaza strip and Yemen to gang-ridden
Central America or the militias in the Kongo. Just to add: Wars
by proxies are no novelty when studying Europe’s history; and:
initiating regime change by decapitating top leaders as seen in
Iran on February 28, 2026, does it not remind us of the inten-
tion behind the killing of Archduke Franz Ferdinand on June
28, 1914, in Sarajevo?

3. Colonialism and anti-colonialism: European nations claimed
colonies in order to strengthen their power inside of Europe.
Initially, the demand for independence from imperial rule reso-
nated within Europe, in Portugal (1640), in the Netherlands and
in Switzerland (1648). Anti-colonialism outside Europe led to
the independence of the United States (1776) and Haiti (1804),
followed by an endless list of newly emerging countries, mushro-
oming in the 20th century in all corners of the globe (Abernethy,
2000). In today’s world, I would argue, anti-colonialism remains
an unresolved issue within Russia (e.g. Tartars, Chechnyans,
Ingusches, Yakuts) and within China (Xinjiang, Tibet).
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A paradoxical cycle of imperialism and neo imperialism: Lenin
and his followers in imperial Russia replaced the anti-colonial
struggle with their revolutionary litany of anti-imperialism as
the ultimate form of anti-capitalism (Billington, 1980). But
Western capitalist imperialism has not failed. Therefore, the
principle of non-interference into the domestic affairs of inde-
pendent states became a tactical defense shield, echoed first by
the Organization of African Unity; it continuous to do so by
Russia and by China. A paradoxical transformation has hap-
pened lately in the New World: the anti-colonial principle of
hemispheric non-interference defined by the Monroe Doctrine
in 1823 was transformed into US hemispheric neo-imperiali-
sm by President Trumps Donroe Doctrine in 2025, first ap-
plied with the arrest of Venezuelan President Maduro.

Europe’s past as the world’s future? Third, I look at domestic pow-

er struggles, cleavages and shifting internal preferences which have

limited European peace in the past and continue limiting global co-

operation today. Four examples:

1.

The distinction between communities and societies, or moder-
nization and ideology formation: in sociological terms, Europe
has been studied as a place where communities based on natu-
ral loyalties (tribes, clans, extended families, inter-familiar mar-
riages) moved gradually and through pain since the 14th cen-
tury to contractual and abstract relationships, including those
defined by rule of law, since the age of enlightenment. This
development has not succeeded all over the world. In today’s
world, the distinction between communities and societies, pro-
minently made by sociologist Ferdinand Tonnies in 1887 with
a view on the late German transformation from feudal order
to a modern society, can be applied to many emerging societies
in the global South and to parallel communities of migrants in
the global North (Albrecht, 2019). Social modernization based
on the philosophy of enlightenment has also generated ideo-
logies and deep backlashes: In the 19th and 20th century, the
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escalation of ideological conflicts inside Europe generated the
genuine European totalitarian ideologies of Communism and
National Socialism. With a view on National Socialism, histo-
rian Jeffrey Herf has written about “reactionary modernism”
(Herf, 1984). To this day, the 1979 Islamic revolution in Iran
is the most visible rejection of the age of enlightenment and its
promise of progress outside Europe. In the meantime, political
Islam and its quest for identity politics—if necessary, by force
and with the help of all sorts of proxies—has obviously deve-
loped into the strongest form of a new global totalitarianism as
reactionary modernism. It sometimes combines romantic ver-
sions of the past with modern means of outreach: Promoting
Sharia law via TikTok.

2. The underestimated impact of demography: between the
17th and 19th centuries, domestic economic transformation,
from the age of mercantilism to the age of industrialization,
generated huge internal cleavages and political frictions inside
Europe, especially in the 19th century. Often, these tensions
were supported by rising populations (Berend, 2012). In to-
day’s world, generational challenges (GenZ) are supported by
insufficient economic modernization and demographic trends
(“youth bulge”) in many unstable countries of the Southern
hemisphere. The law of revolutions, first discovered by histo-
rians of the French revolution in 1789, seems to repeat itself
elsewhere: Revolutionary uprisings happen when rising expec-
tations of new generations cannot be met fast enough (e.g.
Nepal, Madagascar, Peru).

3. Personalization of politics, politics as business: who thinks that
the personalization of politics is a particular phenomenon of
our time, should not forget the heroization of ancient leaders,
from Egyptian Pharaohs to Alexander the Great, and several
modern Queens and Kings, who were labeled “the Great” wi-
thout respecting the sentiments of their neighbors, let alone
their enemies (Wikipedia, 2026). Politics as business is no
new phenomenon either, nor is it a new phenomenon to buy
loyalty with the help of gifts. The modern European concept
of programmatic political parties, based on sociological strata
and culturally coded notions of political objectives, competing
for temporary and limited power, is alien to many countries
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around the world, even if formally they pursue democratic
elections and give their parties bombastic labels. In many pla-
ces, politics is the struggle for temporary unrestrained access to
economic resources and privileges. Internationally, business-li-
ke gratifications may get highly transparent today: airplanes or
crown replicas were donated to the current US president, but
also pandas to zoological gardens around the world in recogni-
tion of their country’s China policy. But when we look back to
Europe’s past: Was the exchange of princesses in 1721 between
France and Spain or in 1729 between Spain and Portugal any
more decent (Pimentel, 2010)?

4. International law as law of the strongest: International law, so
highly valued in Europe today, began as “law of the strongest”
(Anderson, 2024). In 1604, Hugo Grotius (1583-1645), re-
vered as the father of international law, wrote an expertise at
the request of the Dutch East-India Company (De jure prae-
dae). It was a blatant justification of robbery done by his cousin
Admiral Jacob van Heemskerck. The Admiral had captured the
Portuguese merchant ship “Santa Catarina” in February 1603
near Singapore. The cargo was valued at over three million
guilders, a value equivalent to annual English revenues at the
time. Grotius justified “prize law” (Prisenrecht). Initially, also
Britain opposed this predator idea of freedom of navigation
(“all seas are res extra commercium”). Soon, they changed their
perspective on the matter and saw advantages in such resolute
acts of piracy. The British-Dutch maritime war 1652-1654 was
a consequence. In today’s world, the formulation of internatio-
nal law continues to be defined and redefined by domestic pre-
ferences, not necessarily in harmonious agreement with other
actors or international norms. It is not rare that big powers
of all nature declare to stand above international law. But we
should also admit: dictators hide behind international law whi-
le they oppress individual human rights of their populations.

To sum up: it took Europe four centuries from the Westphalian Peace
order to a world order in which Europe’s integration was embedded
in a stable, yet somewhat Northern-centric order of multilateralism.
By now, the Europe of the European Union has de-learned many
past features of European statehood and politics (Haroche, 2024). In
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contrast, all other states of the world have adopted and consolidated
the European concept of national sovereignty and statchood. The
many crises and tensions the world is experiencing today is primarily
in the DNA of the nation-state and the old European idea of autarkic
national sovereignty. But together, the states of the world have not
moved beyond highly unstable collective security which does not
survive robust revisionism. If the sea gets rough, power politics re-
surfaces, for big powers as well as for all other states. Janos Martonyi,
Hungary’s former Foreign Minister, has introduced a smart term
to help us understanding the contemporary world: he sees us living
in a system of “heterarchy” that is a system with a high degree of
flexibility and without clear structures of dominance or submission
(Martonyi, 2019). Many analysts and political actors talk continu-
ously about multipolarity as the new best reality for global order.
But would multipolarity mean much more than uncompromising
hegemonic poles deterring each other with hard power? If one pre-
diction is allowed: periods of transition of today’s dimension are
the most dangerous moments in world history. Therefore, I assume
that local, regional and even global conflicts—be they geo-political,
geo-economic or geo-cultural in nature—are more likely than un-
likely to continue in the years and probably in the decades to come.
Eventually, the idea of World War III might even be replaced by the
assessment of having lived the first global Thirty Years War, if not
the first global Hundred Years War. This is no pleasant forecast, but
as we know, all predictions are difficult, especially about the future.

V.

I come, briefly as promised, to my third and final point. How does
Europe position itself in the new-old world of big powers? First of
all: the European Union (and all of us as EU citizens) requires a sober
and realistic view of itself and the wider world. The European Union
is not more than an unfinished regional power; think of incomplete
membership in the Eurozone, think of incomplete capital union, let
alone fiscal union, think of unresolved Balkan enlargement, think
of the helplessness of the EU’s foreign and defense policies. It can-
not astonish any student of international relations that the manifold
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turbulences around the globe, the divisions the world is facing to-
day, the tensions and shifts of power, the variants of nationalism and
cultural identities affect and, at times, divide the European Union,
too. One might say: the nation-state strikes back from all corners
of the globe and tends to divide Europeans who invented national
sovereignty and statechood before moving forward to supranational
integration. Historian David Motadel (Motadel, 2022) and politi-
cal scientist Pierre Haroch (Haroch, 2024) have argued lately that
19th century imperial Europe had shrunk into 20th century subor-
dinate Europe, which is shrinking into provincial Europe in the 21st
century.

Is this really so? And what does it imply? The 27 member states
of the European Union with 450 million citizens (5.5 per cent of
world population down from 22 per cent in 1950), although ageing
(with a median age of 44.9 years and an average life expectancy of
81.7 years) and with too few children (1.42 children per woman,
which is below the population stability level of 2.05), generate, after
all, 14.9 per cent of global GDP (down from 27.3 per cent in 1980),
lead welfare spending worldwide (with an average of 18 per cent
of all public expenditures), provide 40 per cent of NATO’s budget
(400 bio Euro with the aim to double it to 800 bio by 2030), are less
exposed to uncomfortable living conditions due to global warming
than other regions, are a haven of hope for migrants and a cultural
attraction for visitors from all over the world. Europe is certainly not
the center of the globe. On the other hand, the European Union,
highly integrated into the global economy but also highly vulner-
able to geo-economic shocks, dependent on key external resources
and surrounded by fragile and unfriendly regions, is not in the posi-
tion to enjoy the autarkic self-centeredness of a happy island coun-
try. Provincialism does not suit Europe’s interests.

The European Union is as a counter-reality to European history.
On purpose, the EU has been organized in a way to avoid power ac-
cumulation. What served the first stages of regional integration has
become insufficient, if not dangerous today. In spite of all its flaws,
the EU remains the single most important invention of European
political thinking since the times of the Roman Empire. Past aca-
demic labels do not suffice any more to describe a realistic 7aison
détre of today’s EU (cf. Majone, 1994; Manners, 2002; Cooper,
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2002; Zielonka, 2006; Bradford, 2020). To stem the widely spread
dystopian fatalism, French President Emmanuel Macron has invent-
ed the term “European sovereignty” as the only reasonable and prag-
matic choice for the European Union today. I do not join the choir
of critics who find the term as lofty as Macron’s policies in general.
In fact, he might be considered the most European of current na-
tional leaders in Europe. With his speech at Sorbonne University
in September 2017, President Macron might enter history books as
philosopher. France has a long tradition of generating political con-
cepts which over time transformed Europe. Think of Jean Bodin’s
idea of national sovereignty, which shaped the nation-state. Think
of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s concept of popular sovereignty, which
shaped the democratic state. For our time, Emmanuel Macrons
concept “European sovereignty” can frame our collective European
mind to become a power among powers if we do not betray ourselves
about suicidal European autarky, without overestimating our poten-
tial for autonomy or daydreaming of European neutrality (Macron,
2017; Kiithnhardt, 2022).

A sovereign Europe may mean Europe first, European interests,
European values and European self-defense first, but always a glo-
balized, an open Europe ready for cooperation, partnership and re-
ciprocal interdependency with others around the planet. With our,
at times, difficult American cousins in the first place. Believe it or
not, there will be transatlantic life after President Trump (Gardner
Luzzatto, 2026). This is the key value of European sovereignty: only
European sovereignty enables the European Union to protect the
freedom of EU citizens for generations to come. This implies decid-
ing without external pressure, coercion or blackmail on technological
and military matters, on borders and migration, on energy, economic
value chains, capital markets and public finances. European citizens
agree on this agenda, as opinion polls continuously show (Puglierin
and Zerka, 2022; Eurobarometer, 2025). However, in 2026, a sover-
eign Europe is still difficult to detect. Optimists hope that it might
grow out of the bits and pieces of the current EU machinery with
its clumsy strategies, lofty timelines and idiosyncratic white books.
Pessimists are optimists who know too much. And then there are
enough skeptics around who simply wish the EU bad luck.
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The European Union is an orchestra with many talents, instru-
ments and nuances. And yet, only together they form a body that
resonates and projects the power and beauty of music. Translated
into politics, this beauty may be called “smart power”. Thinking of
a sovereign Europe with a smart use of soft (e.g. market regulations)
and of hard (defense, deterrence) power is, first and foremost, a mat-
ter of a new collective frame of mind. I see three key challenges for
the EU to develop the mindset of a smart and sovereign Europe: (1)
Strategic thinking, including the development of stratagems (learn-
ing from the Chinese), in matters of relevance across all public insti-
tutions; (2) ambitious new modalities for enabling decision-making
mechanisms in EU foreign and defense policy, and (3) faster speed
from decisions based on best practice (learning from the OECD) to
proper implementation, including more resolute monitoring.

But the biggest challenge is the human dimension: inspiring and
forward-looking leadership are scarce resources in today’s Europe.
And yet, the EU was always best under pressure (Kithnhardt, 2009).
We are facing a rapidly evolving formative period of new global order.
Europe is a prime candidate for loser if the European Union as a whole
does not adapt to the global turn of its own past flaws. The next five
to ten years will be decisive and dangerous for the EU. I use the term
“must” only once in my lecture, but I mean it as a statement of realism
and not as shallow sound of romanticism: the European Union must
become serious in all possible aspects of making smart use of power, it
must pursue global interests, and it must complete coherent regional
sovereignty. Not acting now—that it as much as possible before the
next change of EU leadership in 2029—, will make the EU a pawn
of others on the chessboard of power politics, a benign observer of
global affairs or a dependent object at the mercy of others. Not acting
now, will endanger freedom of EU citizens for decades.
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