
u n i ve r s i t y  o f  co pe n h ag e n  

Peaceful Change in Western Europe

From Balance of Power to Political Community?

Wivel, Anders

Published in:
The Oxford Handbook of Peaceful Change in International Relations

DOI:
10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190097356.013.43

Publication date:
2021

Document version
Peer reviewed version

Citation for published version (APA):
Wivel, A. (2021). Peaceful Change in Western Europe: From Balance of Power to Political Community? In T. V.
Paul, D. W. Larson, H. A. Trinkunas, A. Wivel, & R. Emmers (Eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Peaceful Change
in International Relations (pp. 569-586). Oxford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190097356.013.43

Download date: 23. maj. 2023

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190097356.013.43
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/persons/anders-wivel(d84900a1-59ce-41fc-b236-98f7fc7ff4e6).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/publications/peaceful-change-in-western-europe(f9bd7b3c-3344-410a-ae37-0fd4bed0f71c).html
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190097356.013.43


1 
 

Peaceful Change in Western Europe: From Balance of Power to 

Political Community? 

 

Anders Wivel 

 

Pre-copyediting Version, April 2020. 

Published in T.V. Paul, Deborah Welch Larson, Harold A. Trinkunas, Anders Wivel and Ralf 

Emmers (2021) (eds) Oxford Handbook of Peaceful Change in International Relations, Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, pp. 569-586. 

For the published online version, please see www.oxfordhandbooks.com 

DOI: 10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190097356.013.43 

 

Abstract: This chapter traces three different conceptions of peaceful change in Western Europe 

since 1945 and discusses their implications for understanding peaceful change in Western Europe 

today. The first is Hobbesian Western Europe. Corresponding to a largely realist understanding, 

Hobbesians view peaceful change in Western Europe as a by-product of balancing and hegemony in 

the Cold War. The second is Lockean Western Europe. Corresponding to a largely liberal 

understanding of peaceful change, the Lockean perspective views peaceful change in the region as 

the product of liberal democratic states responding rationally to the challenges of international 

anarchy by institutionalizing the region. The third is Kantian Western Europe. Corresponding to a 

largely constructivist understanding of peaceful change, Kantians view peaceful change in Europe 

as the construction of a civil league of nations exercising ‘normative power Europe’ inside and 

outside the region. 
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This chapter unpacks the nature of peaceful change in Western Europe. Acknowledging that 

‘Western Europe’ is in itself a contested and ambiguous concept, I pragmatically use it as shorthand 

for those states that were NATO members and liberal democratic neutrals during the Cold War. The 

chapter discusses peaceful change among these states since the end of World War II as well as the 

expansion of West European peaceful change to Central and Eastern Europe and beyond after the 

end of the Cold War. 

 

I argue that West European ‘peaceful change’ is a mixture of three ideal types on how to understand 

the nature and logics of peaceful change: Hobbesian, Lockean and Kantian. The three ideal types 

correspond largely to a realist, a liberal and a constructivist understanding of peaceful change. 

Furthermore, they mirror the three definitions of peaceful change identified by T.V. Paul in the 

introductory chapter to this volume (Paul 2021). Peaceful change in a Hobbesian understanding is 

“change in international relations and foreign policies of states, including territorial or sovereignty 

agreements that take place without violence or coercive use of force”, i.e. minimalist peaceful 

change. Peaceful change in a Lockean understanding is “the resolution of social problems mutually 

by institutionalized procedures without resort to largescale physical force” (Deutsch, 1957, 5), i.e. 

Paul’s in-between category. Peaceful change in a Kantian understanding is “transformational 

change that takes place non-violently at the global, regional, interstate, and societal levels due to 

various material, normative and institutional factors, leading to deep peace among states, higher 

levels of prosperity and justice for all irrespective of nationality, race or gender”, i.e. Paul’s 

definition of maximalist peaceful change. 

 

The three ideal types are inspired by Alexander Wendt’s discussion of different “cultures of 

anarchy” in international relations (1999). My aim is not to prove Wendt right or wrong, but to use 

the three cultures as theoretically informed narratives about the nature and logics of peaceful change 

in Europe. In effect, Hobbesian, Lockean and Kantian logics serve as “different coloured lenses: if 

you put one of them in front of your eyes, you will see things differently. Some aspects of the world 

will look the same in some lenses […] but many other features […] will look very differently, so 

different in fact that they seem to show alternative worlds” (Smith 2007, 11; Sterling-Folker 2006). 

In sum, Hobbesian, Lockean and Kantian Europe each have different focal points and blind spots, 

and by discussing and comparing them we can achieve a more complete and critically informed 
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understanding of peaceful change in Western Europe as well as a fuller understanding of where 

peaceful change is heading in the region. 

 

From the epicenter of war to Pax Europaea 

War was for centuries an integral part of West European politics. Wars transformed the 

organization of political authority and power in the region from a mixture of overlapping 

authorities, dynastic states and empires to one of territorial states with de jure sovereignty and - for 

some time - varying degrees of oversea empires (Bull and Watson 1995; Watson 1992). As 

famously summed up by Charles Tilly, in Europe, “war made the state and the state made war” 

(Tilly 1975: 42). This was a process in the making for more than 500 years with historical accounts 

typically identifying the defining moment somewhere between the Peace of Constance in 1153 and 

the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713 (Navari 2007), with 1648 conventionally seen as the birthdate of not 

only a (West) European international system, but modern state-based international relations globally 

(de Carvalho, Leira and Hobson 2011). 

 

This process was intimately linked to developments in military technology as well as successes on 

the battlefield. In the fourteenth century, military developments started to favor large-scale armies 

with infantry soldiers at the expense of cavalries with mounted knights. The introduction of 

gunpowder provoked construction of large-scale fortifications. Mass armies and large defensive 

structures required both a more comprehensive administration and organization and a bigger 

revenue to pay standing armies, and state survival dependent upon institutional innovation and 

battlefield effectiveness (Spruyt 2011: 4-5). The following two-hundred years great power politics 

was largely synonymous with war-making creating a Waltzian process of competition and selection 

in the European anarchy: states would either adapt to the most successful practices or “fall by the 

wayside” (Waltz 1979: 71).  

 

From 1618 to 1648, The Thirty Years’ War - a conflict between Catholic and Protestant states in the 

Holy Roman Empire, which gradually came to involve most great powers in Europe - killed more 

than eight million soldiers in battle and hundreds of thousands from famine and the spread of 

typhus associated with the war. The ensuing Peace of Westphalia succeeded in establishing the 
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authority and fixed boundaries of European nation-states, but this was not through peaceful change. 

From 1648 to 1789 alone, European powers fought 48 wars, some of them lasting several years and 

expanded to other continents (Sheehan 2009). Europe was not only a continent characterized and 

formed by war but also major exporter of military conflicts as the European international society 

expanded to other regions of the world in the nineteenth century though colonialism, where the 

great powers continued their struggle for power and influence in Africa and Asia. In the twentieth 

century Europe was home of World War I, killing 40 million troops and civilians, and center of 

World War II, the deadliest military conflict in human history, killing approximately 75 million 

people in the world including 45-50 million in Europe. What was remarkable was the changing 

interstate relations in the post-War period. 

 

During the Cold War, Western Europe was characterized by great power stability and peaceful 

institutional development despite high tensions between East and West and the ever-looming threat 

of a nuclear war. The region was only subject to minor conflicts such as the Greek Civil War (1946-

1949) and the Turkish invasion of Cyprus (1974). Western Europe was free of any parallels to the 

Soviet invasions of Hungary (1956) and Czechoslovakia (1968), although there were severe 

security incidents including the 1961 crisis on the status of Berlin involving a stand-off between US 

and Soviet tanks. The United States allowed or supported a number of variations on the theme of 

liberal democratic capitalism, including the elaborate Scandinavian welfare states of NATO 

members Norway and Denmark (and to a lesser extent Iceland). Still, peaceful change took place in 

the shadow of a nuclear balance of terror and the conventional military threat from the Soviet Union 

and authoritarian regimes in Central and Eastern Europe. US hegemony allowed not only for 

Scandinavian welfare states under the NATO umbrella but dictatorships in NATO membership 

countries Portugal and Greece. 

 

Although, the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union are typically viewed as 

examples of peaceful change, lifting the Cold War ‘overlay’ on Europe allowed a number of 

historically rooted conflicts to surface (Buzan et al. 1990). The violent break-up of Yugoslavia 

including the Bosnian War (1992-95) and the Kosovo War (1998-99), caused fear that instability 

could spread to Western Europe and proved the continued inability of West European states to 

effectively meet hard security challenges without the support of the United States. Despite 
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rhetorical overtures towards strategic independence from the United States, most West European 

governments were eager to cash in peace dividends from the end of the Cold War and contend to 

continue freeriding on the US security shelter. Moreover, for some Atlanticist West European states 

such as the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Denmark and Norway, keeping an active US 

presence in Europe was also a way of soft-balancing France’s vision for greater European 

independence (Paul 2018: 110-115). 

 

Despite this history of destruction and violent change, political decision-makers and academic 

observers (often from Europe!), argue that Europe’s regional order, and in particular Western 

Europe’s regional order, has been a role model for successful peaceful change (Kaldor et al. 2016; 

Manners 2002; Murray 2010). This view is not without empirical backing. The relative peace 

among European states since 1945 has been characterized as Pax Europaea (e.g. Ash 2005), and in 

2012 the European Union won the Nobel Peace Prize in recognition of its diplomatic efforts to 

maintain peace among member states and bring peace to countries and regions outside Europe. The 

Global Peace Index ranks Europe as the most peaceful region in the world with West European 

countries such as Iceland, Portugal, Austria and Denmark continuously scoring in the top-10 for 

their peaceful domestic societies and ability to contribute to peace internationally (Institute for 

Economic and Peace 2019). 

 

 

Hobbesian Europe: Containing enmity in international anarchy  

From a Hobbesian perspective, peaceful change in Western Europe is the unintended outcome of 

power politics in international anarchy. Consequently, peaceful change does not amount to a 

transformation of politics in the region, but to a historical peculiarity following from the response of 

(primarily) the United States and (secondarily) West European states to the Soviet threat during the 

Cold War. It is the outcome of the simultaneous operation of two well-known processes in 

international anarchy: balancing and hegemony (Wivel 2004: 10-11). According to this perspective, 

the main institutional framework for peaceful change in Western Europe is NATO, which continues 

to serve as an instrument for US hegemony and for balancing first the Soviet Union and now 

Russia. The Hobbesian perspective allows us to understand how power politics may transcend even 
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the most successful examples of peaceful change. However, it tells us little about, why states move 

beyond concerns for power and military security or why peaceful change is resilient to major 

changes in the balance of power. 

 

World War II left the Soviet Union as the only remaining great power in Europe. Despite massive 

Soviet casualties, the war increased the Soviet population by 25 million and added 272,500 square 

miles of territory (Davies 1996: 1062). By the end of the war, “Soviet dominance of Eastern Europe 

was a military fact” (Walker 1993: 16), and in 1949, the Soviet Union ended US nuclear monopoly. 

The United States and West European states responded with a combination of military power and 

institutional innovation to counter the Soviet threat. After the war, France, the United Kingdom and 

most small states in Western Europe feared not only the Soviet superpower, but also a resurgence of 

German power, which had already twice in the twentieth century been the source of continent-wide 

wars. Consequently, France and the United Kingdom signed the Treaty of Dunkirk in 1947, 

followed by the Treaty of Brussels in 1948 adding the Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg to 

the list of signatories aiming to cooperate to contain both Germany and the Soviet Union. 

 

The Treaty of Brussels was a means to hard balance Germany, but the post-war policies of the 

United States allowed West European states to pursue a policy based on institutionalized 

cooperation combined with ad hoc soft balancing of German and French initiatives, while taking 

advantage of the US security shelter. The United States had initially been reluctant to commit to a 

permanent military presence in Europe after the war, but the Treaty of Brussels signatories’ lack of 

sufficient military capabilities soon led the US administration to change their minds. The inability 

of British forces, arguably the strongest forces of the signatory states, to control Communist 

guerillas in the Greek civil war and formally requesting that the United States taking over its role in 

the war, had been a triggering factor in the announcement of the Truman Doctrine in 1947. Other 

European defence initiatives at the time - like the prospective Scandinavian Defence Union of 

Sweden, Denmark and Norway - promised to be even less effective. Only with US military backing 

would it be possible to contain the conventional military threat from the Soviet Union, and only 

with a formalization and institutionalization of the US commitment to the defence of Western 

Europe would it be possible for the US to control the military policies of West European states and 

signal a credible deterrence of Western Europe. 
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The Truman Doctrine committed the US to containing the immediate threats in Greece and Turkey 

and more generally support to “free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed 

minorities or by outside pressures” (Truman 1947). Linking economic recovery to political stability 

in Europe and both of these factors to US national security, the President created a strong rationale 

for the defence of Europe. Truman’s speech was followed up by the signing of the North Atlantic 

Treaty and creation of NATO in 1949 by the United States, the Treaty of Brussels signatories as 

well as Canada, Portugal, Italy, Denmark, Norway and Iceland. Greece and Turkey joined in 1952, 

West Germany in 1955 and Spain in 1982 before a series of post-Cold War enlargements expanded 

the West European alliance into Central and Eastern Europe by securing the accession of the Czech 

Republic, Hungary and Poland (1999), Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Slovakia, 

Slovenia (2004), Albania, Croatia (2009), Montenegro (2017) and North Macedonia (2020) taking 

the alliance to 30 member states and transforming it from a West European to an all-European 

alliance. 

 

The rationale for NATO was three-fold: 1) to deter Soviet aggression against member states, 2) to 

curb the revival of nationalist militarism in Europe and 3) to encourage political integration among 

West European states. A strong military presence of the United States - “Europe’s American 

pacifier” (Joffe 1984) – was to facilitate stability among NATO members and between NATO 

members and potential enemies. NATO was established as a response to the growing threat from 

the Soviet Union to Western Europe and formally connected the national security of the member 

states through the North Atlantic Treaty, most importantly the provision in Article 5 “that an armed 

attack against one or more of them in Europe or North America shall be considered an attack 

against them all” (NATO 1949). This effectively put West European signatories under the “nuclear 

umbrella” of the United States. To secure the ability of the signatories to honour the words of the 

Treaty, West European armed forces were rebuilt after the war, and the United States increased its 

number of troops in Europe from 120,000 in 1950 to 400,000 only half a decade later with US 

troops making up approximately 10 percent of the European total for most of the Cold War 

(Enthoven 1975; Congressional Research Service 2020). 
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More than 70,000 US troops remain in Europe, approximately 35,000 of them are stationed in 

Germany (Congressional Research Service 2020; Bialik 2017). While these troops are now viewed 

as a safeguard against Russia in Eastern Europe and the Baltic states, in particular after the Russian 

annexation of Crimea in 2014, the purpose in the early Cold War was as much a safeguard against 

the resurgence of the military nationalism of the two world wars. Even today, the US (nuclear and 

conventional) commitment to European security allows NATO members to avoid difficult choices 

and costs of personnel, procurement and defence related research and development, often to the 

frustration of the US administration urging increased European defence spending. In the words of 

John Mearsheimer, the United States remains Europe’s “night watchman” (Mearsheimer 2010: 

388), i.e. effectively suspending the dynamics of international anarchy. This Euro-Atlantic “night 

watchman state” was not a US empire by intervention and coercion, but an “empire by invitation” 

and integration. It had been called for first by French and British policymakers after World War I 

and again after World War II (Lundestad 1999; Lundestad 2005). 

 

A central tenet of this order was keeping Germany in check. The German Federal Republic was 

founded in 1949, but the country had no armed forces until 1955, the same year as German 

accession to NATO. The German armed forces, the Bundeswehr, was allowed to grow to almost 

500,000 military personnel and approximately 170,000 civilians during the Cold War and was 

generally regarded as a highly effective backbone of NATO’s conventional defence in Central 

Europe (Gaddis 2006: 220). However, Germany was at the same time the location of most of the 

US troops deployed in Western Europe. Today, Germany continues to spend well below the two 

percent of GDP on national defence budget agreed by all NATO member states (NATO 2019). 

Despite a population in excess of 80 million and status as Europe’s economic hegemon, Germany 

comes only in sixth in military strength among NATO member states - after the United States, 

France, United Kingdom, Italy and Turkey (Global Fire Power 2020).  

 

From the outset, NATO’s aim was not only balancing and containing external and internal threats to 

(West) European stability and peace, but also creating incentives for the political integration of 

Western Europe. As noted by Peterson, “America sought a unified Europe as a central element in a 

‘negotiated’ postwar international order, which itself featured a coherent and purposeful West as a 

central pillar” (Peterson 2004: 614). The European Recovery program (ERP), or The Marshall Plan 
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as it was commonly known, was launched in 1947 and offered economic and financial aid to all 

European countries on the condition of closer European cooperation. The Soviet Union rejected the 

offer and persuaded the countries of the emerging Eastern Bloc to do the same, even though some 

of them, Poland and Czechoslovakia had expressed their interest to take part. Consequently, the 

ERP and its institutional framework, the Committee of European Economic Cooperation (CEEC), 

became a West European endeavor with 16 signatories led by France and the United Kingdom. 

 

The West European states had a strong incentive to rebuild their economies after the war, because 

this was the only way they could prepare themselves to balance the Soviet Union, if the United 

States would abandon the continent sometime in the future. Economic integration was an effective 

means to growth, because it created a continent-wide market (Rosato 2011: 47). At the same time 

US administrations from Truman over Kennedy and Nixon to George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton and 

Barack Obama saw political and economic integration in Western Europe - and since the early 

1990s economic integration in all of Europe - as an important ‘milieu goal’ serving US as well as 

European interests (Nielsen 2013; Peterson 2004: 614, 616). The stability of Europe’s institutional 

development from the 1957 Treaty of Rome establishing the European Economic Community to the 

1992 Maastricht Treaty establishing the European Union reflects the stability of the balance of 

power (Rosato 2011: 47). By this logic, the collapse of the Soviet Union paradoxically posed the 

gravest danger to peaceful change in Western Europe since the end of World War II. Without a 

common enemy, there would be no need for Euro-Atlantic balancing and little incentive for the 

invited and integrated ‘empire’ following from US hegemony (Mearsheimer 1990; Walt 1998). 

However, recognizing their inability to meet the new security challenges of the post-Cold War 

period, EU member states eventually settled for a role as “junior partner” of the United States 

(Hansen, Toft and Wivel 2009: 80). 

 

The Hobbesian perspective on peaceful change in Western Europe is effectively summed up by the 

words of Lord Ismay, NATO’s first secretary general, who found that NATO was created to “keep 

the Soviet Union out, the Americans in, and the Germans down” (NATO, n.d.). Consequently, the 

continuous crises in transatlantic relations and European institutions since the end of the Cold War 

should be no surprise. They are not primarily caused by events such as the Iraq War, policies like 

“America First” of the Trump administration, or the unwillingness of European NATO members to 
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spend two percent of GDP on defence, but on the loss of a common enemy, the Soviet Union. The 

spoils of peaceful change in Western Europe is no longer needed to balance the Soviet Union 

(Rosato 2011). Continued peaceful change depends on continued US willingness to maintain 

military hegemony in Western Europe, but the premium to be paid by Europeans has gone up 

(Mearsheimer 2010). Europeans are expected not only to increase annual defence spending, but also 

to supply troops to US- and NATO-led military operations in the Middle East and elsewhere. The 

price of peaceful change at home is going to war abroad. 

 

Lockean Europe: The rational response to rivalry 

A Lockean perspective on peaceful change in Western Europe contends that the “kill or be killed 

logic of the Hobbesian state of nature has been replaced by the live and let live logic of the Lockean 

anarchical society” (Wendt 1999: 279). International relations is not a struggle for survival, but a 

competition for maximizing interests. Peaceful change in Western Europe is the product of states in 

the region responding rationally to the challenges of international anarchy. They have responded to 

these challenges within the region by building institutions accelerating trade, facilitating conflict 

resolution and restraining the ability of West European states to go to war with each other. The 

primary institution for this is the European Union encompassing an ever more complex combination 

of ‘negative integration’ (free movement of goods, capital, services and people between member 

states) and ‘positive integration’ (provision of common rules and mechanisms of compensation), i.e. 

simultaneously increasing interdependence and developing the political and administrative tools for 

managing interdependence. The Lockean perspective views peaceful change as a collective action 

problem and shows how rational egoists may cooperate to solve it. It has less to say about popular 

resistance to these solutions or how concerns of security and power may hamper the implementation 

of good intentions. 

 

In Lockean Europe, Germany is a trading state avoiding political leadership to focus instead on 

export-oriented growth and effective management of its economy (Rosecrance 1986). 

Consequently, the nature of Europe’s ‘German problem’ has been transformed. German economic 

efficiency is the locomotive of the European economy, but at times threatening the political and 

economic stability of the region, when differences in growth rates, economic potential and 
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industrial structures leaves other states – in particular in the Mediterranean – vulnerable and having 

difficulties keeping up with the Germans (Armingeon and Baccaro 2015). 

 

Since the end of the Cold War, EU member states have increasingly promoted peaceful change 

outside Western Europe. To West European policymakers, this has been a method for 

simultaneously expanding the market and increasing security. The EU has gradually expanded the 

number of member states from 11 West European states by the end of the Cold War (all NATO 

members except Ireland) to 27 member states today, including non-aligned/neutral states and many 

former Communist East bloc countries. A main condition for accession is acceptance of the so-

called acquis, i.e. all treaties, legislations and declarations of the EU as well as all international 

treaties concluded by the EU and between EU members regarding EU activities. In addition, 

prospective member states need to fulfill conditions of good governance and economic 

development. Taken together these conditions are intended to secure the ability of the EU to 

continue its development towards maximalist peaceful change, while at the same time extending the 

space covered by this peace to still more countries. On the one hand this policy has been an 

unprecedented success. For the first time since Prussian Minister President Otto von Bismarck’s 

unification of Germany into a nation-state in 1871, a unified Germany is now a source of stability in 

Europe and new Central and East European member states have rapidly transformed their political 

and economic systems to Western style liberal democratic market economies. On the other hand, 

individual countries primarily have an incentive to change in the period leading up to accession. 

Once inside, their political action space is much wider as it is virtually impossible to be thrown out 

of the EU once membership has been granted. Thus, it should be no surprise that some new member 

states, most notably Poland and Hungary, have reversed their course towards transparency and 

democracy, while others such as Romania and Bulgaria continue to suffer from practices of 

corruption dating back to Communism. In effect, from a Lockean perspective enlargement has 

secured minimalist peaceful change by extending West European institutions towards the east, but 

at the price of a ‘thinning’ or ‘shallowing’ of maximalist peaceful change inside the enlarged Union. 

 

The European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) aimed at countries in the Middle East, Eastern Europe 

and the Caucasus seeks to extend the European zone of peace beyond the EU. In the words of 

former President of the European Commission Romano Prodi, the intention is to create a “ring of 
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friends” around the EU (in practice to the south and the east of the Union) with states “sharing 

everything with the Union but institutions” (Prodi 2002). So-called action plans agreed by the EU 

and the individual partnership country set goals for the development in areas such as human rights, 

good governance, rule of law, democracy and sustainable development, although “[a]mbitions for 

the relationship depend on the extent to which these values are shared” (European Commission, 

n.d.). The official focus of the policy is on development in partnership countries, but it serves the 

internal stability in the EU in various ways. The ENP has increasingly been used for securing EU 

energy supplies (Herrans-Surralléz 2017), and fear of mass migration to the EU from war-torn 

countries prompted by the 2015-16 refugee crises, when 2.6 million asylum seekers entered the 

Union (Eurostat 2017), led to a reallocation of funds. More than half of the ENP budget was 

allocated to “migration-related issues”, and EU policy-makers were “struggling to find a balance” 

between preventive measures (supporting peace and development) and restrictive measures 

(stopping migrants from entering the EU and sending irregular migrants back to their country of 

origin) (Trauner and Cassarino 2017: 396). Also, while some partnership countries view fulfillment 

of action plans as a road to EU membership, the Union has from the outset viewed the ENP as 

offering an alternative to membership. In sum, the policy suffers from a fundamental tension 

between on the one hand extending the European zone of peace to more countries and preserving 

the EU core of this zone of peace by securing energy supplies and managing migration. 

 

Finally, the Treaty of the European Union gives the EU a “quasi-constitutional mandate to strive for 

the peaceful settlement of international disputes in accordance with Article 33 of the UN Charter” 

(Hoffmeister 2012: 78). The EU has pursued this by taking the lead in settling conflicts between 

e.g. Russia and Georgia, and Croatia and Slovenia, and in the Cyprus conflict as well as peaceful 

development of previously conflict-ridden post-Yugoslav states Bosnia and Herzegovina, and 

Kosovo. Through its Special Representative for the Middle East Peace Process, the EU seeks to 

promote a peaceful solution to the Israel-Palestine conflict by working for a two-state solution. The 

success of these initiatives is mixed with critics pointing to the Russian-Georgian peace settlement 

as unbalanced in the favour of Russia, and Israel becoming increasingly critical of the EU’s role in 

the Middle East. 
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The institutional origins of Lockean peaceful change in Western Europe date back to the early Cold 

War. In 1950, French Foreign Minister Robert Schuman proposed to pool coal and steel production 

in a European Coal and Steal Community (ECSC) in order to make war between Germany and 

France “not merely unthinkable, but materially impossible” (Schuman 1950). The means to 

achieving this goal was threefold. First, according to Schuman “[t]he pooling of coal and steel 

production […] will change the destinies of those regions which have long been devoted to the 

manufacture of munitions of war, of which they have been the most constant victims.” Thus, by 

introducing a supranational authority, a so-called Hight Authority, to regulate the means to war-

making, the two European powers would effectively increase transparency and give up their 

sovereign right to decide on raw materials deemed decisive for success on the battle field. Second, 

coal and steel were not only essential for making and winning wars, but also for industrial 

production in general. Thus, a second explicit goal was to raise living standards in Europe. The aim 

of the ECSC was not to curb the production of coal and steel in order to avoid war. In contrast, it 

aimed to modernize and rationalize production and to facilitate trade by creating common rules for 

production and trade. Schuman called for the abolishment of customs on steel and coal trade 

between signatories as well as compensatory mechanisms to facilitate change. This would create an 

economically strong Western Europe able to facilitate development and peace outside the region, in 

Africa in particular. Third, membership was to be “open to the participation of the other countries of 

Europe” thereby from the outset aiming for gradual expansion of membership in order to facilitate 

wealth and peace among member states and in the world. The Treaty of Paris formally established 

the ECSC in 1951 and served as the point of departure for the Treaty of Rome in 1957, the 

foundational treaty of EU integration, which established the European Economic Community and 

the European Atomic Energy Community. Subsequent treaties included the Single European Act in 

1986, which strengthened decision-making mechanisms and market integration, and the Maastricht 

Treaty (officially “Treaty on the European Union”) in 1992, established The European Union (EU) 

and significantly strengthened European integration in policy areas such defence, migration and 

monetary policy and paved the way for the expansion of the EU with former Communist countries 

in Central and Eastern Europe. 

 

In contrast to the Hobbesian perspective, which views West European peaceful change as a 

historical coincidence, Lockean peaceful change is typically told as a story of rational decisions 

made by enlightened statesmen – and increasingly stateswomen seeking to increase the security and 
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prosperity of a region previously dominating the world, but now with much less influence on world 

politics than in the past. In contrast to the Hobbesian perspective on West European peaceful 

change as a temporary exemption from the recurrence and repetition of international anarchy, 

Lockean peaceful change is resilient and progressive. It is viewed by its proponents as a rational 

functionalist response to increased economic and security interdependence and to the lessons 

learned by the two world words in twentieth century. The process has sometimes been likened to 

riding a bicycle constantly moving forward in order not to crash (Ross 2011: 18-20). Finally, the 

expansion of West European institutions into Central and Eastern Europe is viewed as an extension 

of Western Europe’s civil zone of peace to all of Europe (Chandler 2007). Again, this contrasts with 

a Hobbesian interpretation emphasizing the unintended effect of provoking a violent Russian 

response and thereby threatening peaceful change rather than extending it. 

 

Kantian Europe and beyond: Widening and deepening the West European security 

community  

Kantians view West European peaceful change as a result of a community of democratic states, 

which has since the end of the Cold War expanded into Central and Eastern Europe. The members 

of this community are neither enemies nor rivals but friends basing the interaction on two shared 

rules for interaction: Disputes are resolved without the threat or use of war, and, in case of threats to 

the security or survival of members of the community, they resort to mutual aid seeking to help 

community members (Wendt 1999: 298-299). In contrast to the threat and interest based contractual 

relations between states in Hobbesian and Lockean peaceful change, Kantians see the potential for 

transcending and transforming relations among states into enduring security communities, rather 

than temporary marriages of convenience. According to Kant, ‘republican’ (democratic) states can 

organize in a voluntary ‘league of nations’ aiming to keep peace and respect human rights among 

themselves and towards strangers (Kant 2006 [1795]).  

 

Kantian Western Europe is the closest we get to “maximalist peaceful change” in the real world. 

The central institution of Hobbesian West European peaceful change is a military alliance, NATO, 

and in Lockean peaceful change the main institution is the EU, but in Kantian peaceful change it is 

the Euro-Atlantic community itself, which is central. The core of this normative community 
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remains Western Europe. West European policymakers frequently articulate what they believe to be 

the “norms of appropriate behaviour” within the community and reprimand Americans as well as 

Central and East Europeans for undermining the standards of civilization by not living up to 

previously agreed norms on peacemaking and peacekeeping, international law, human rights and 

democracy. To some policymakers, like French President Emmanuel Macron, this even amounts to 

a “‘civil war’ between liberal and illiberal forces in the West” (Gheciu 2019: 45). They occasionally 

extend this critique to ‘rising powers’ and other states outside the Euro-Atlantic community, 

although typically unaware how “this mirrors a deep ethnocentric and imperialistic attitude in 

Europe to both the United States and non-Western parts of the world” (Wæver 2018: 82). 

 

Kantians will notice that NATO’s strategic concept is based on a shared understanding of the 

alliance as a “a unique community of values committed to the principles of individual liberty, 

democracy, human rights and the rule of law”, and that its goals extends far beyond deterrence and 

providing military shelter for member states. They will emphasize that the founders of NATO 

viewed the dangers of Communist subversion within Western Europe as even more dangerous than 

the Soviet military threat and consequently engaged in liberal democratic security community 

building (Gheciu 2005). The Treaty on European Union adds to this fundamental commitment to 

liberal democracy also a commitment to social rights (European Union 2012). The Schengen 

agreement abolishing passport control among 26 European states, and the agreement in the Treaty 

on the European Union (1992) to establish an economic and monetary union with a common 

currency, now shared by 19 EU members states plus four European microstates (Andorra, Monaco, 

San Marino and the Vatican City), can be interpreted as strong indications of trust, commitment and 

a shared value base and maximalist peaceful change towards “ever closer Union among the peoples 

of Europe” as stated in the Treaty of Rome (1957), the foundational treaty of EU integration since 

the early Cold War. Critics will notice that defence policy remains intergovernmental, and 

European security is still at the mercy of US policymakers. In addition, it can be argued that 

Kantian peaceful change is a luxury to be enjoyed only in the absence of crisis. Schengen was 

suspended and border control reinstated in the 2015-16 migration crisis and again in the 2020 

Covid-19 crisis. North European EU member states, including Germany, refused South European 

proposals to issue joint bonds to relieve Mediterranean countries’ economic woes in the 2008-2013 

economic crisis and again in the 2020 Covid-19 crisis  
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In Kantian Western Europe, (West) Germany is neither a semi-sovereign squire of the United 

States, nor primarily a trading state, but a civilian power. A civilian power views cooperation as a 

necessary condition for pursuing international goals and accepts that cooperation sometimes need to 

move from intergovernmentalism to supranationalism, if international management is to be 

effective and legitimate (Maull 1990: 92-93). Military means are only a last-resort safeguard if 

everything else fails. Thirty years after German reunification this Cold War security identity of the 

Federal Republic continues to dominate German strategic culture as the main choice of German 

decision-makers remains one between multilateralism and military restraint with little appetite for 

military leadership, even when called for by partners and allies (Koenig 2020). Germany is no 

longer a military threat to its neighbours, but “the moral centre of gravity of the NATO alliance” 

and the “ethical bellwether of Europe where using military force is concerned” (Schake 2019: 7-8). 

 

The concept of civilian power has also been used to describe the EU as whole as has “normative 

power Europe” (Manners 2002; Whitman 2011), i.e. viewing the EU as an ideational actor 

influencing international society by diffusing its norms. Normative power Europe in particular has 

been popular among academics and policymakers seeking to understand EU’s external role. At least 

since the signing of the 1997 Treaty of Amsterdam, which took important steps towards 

strengthening the external role of the Union, normative power Europe has conveyed an “image of 

the EU as a ‘liberal force for good’[central to] its self-image” (Rosamond 2014: 134). The 

normative content of this force for good include sustainable peace and development, social freedom 

and solidarity, consensual democracy, human rights and equality, supranational rule of law and 

good governance (Manners 2008). 

 

This understanding of the EU as a force for maximalist peaceful change fits with Ernst Haas’ early 

Cold War prediction that the transfer of authority from states to supranational institutions in salient 

policy areas would be accelerated through a process of political “spill-over” eventually producing 

“political community” at the regional level (Haas 1958). It is also consistent with Adler and 

Barnett’s constructivist reinterpretation of Karl Deutsch’s concept of security community arguing 
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that “states become integrated to the point that they have a sense of community, which in turn, 

creates the assurance that they will settle their differences short of war” (Adler and Barnett 1998: 3) 

 

Critics, on the other hand, have pointed to the culturally biased or even soft imperialist nature of 

EU’s external policy and West European eagerness to point to own practices as a useful template 

for other states and regions (Murray 2010; Wæver 2018). Others have argued that the days of the 

EU as a civilian power are long gone with the Union exercising a combination of military and 

diplomatic power (Smith 2005), and that EU and NATO practices in missions out of area are 

closely intertwined with personnel from the two organizations frequently interacting and learning 

from each other (Nissen 2018). The driver behind this combination of hard and soft power 

instruments, Adrian Hyde-Price argues, is not a social liberal community of values, but a post-Cold 

War combination of systemic unipolarity and regional multipolarity shaping the interest in 

collectively tackling international affairs (Hyde-Price 2006). 

 

Conclusions  

Each of the three analytical lenses applied in this chapter each accentuates some characteristics of 

West European peaceful change, while downplaying or even ignoring others. It is tempting to view 

the three perspectives as distilling the main characteristics in different phases of Western Europe’s 

post World War II peaceful change. The first phase was Hobbesian. In this phase a shared West 

European and US interest in balancing the Soviet Union provoked a US hegemony in Western 

Europe with the US providing security shelter and urging closer regional cooperation to balance the 

Soviet enemy. NATO was the primary institution of this phase. The second phase was Lockean. In 

this phase West Europeans, motivated by potential economic gains and continued peacefulness, 

built strong European institutions facilitating market integration as well as more activist policies for 

compensating both countries and citizens finding it difficult to compete. Following the end of the 

Cold War, institutional membership was expanded to Central and East European states and the 

external policies of the institutions were strengthened. The EU was the primary institution in this 

phase. The third phase is Kantian. In this phase interaction, interdependence and political spill-over 

between issue areas constructs and reconstructs a Euro-Atlantic community of appropriate behavior. 
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This ‘force for good’ promotes a maximalist understanding of peaceful change among EU and 

NATO members and to states to the south and east of the areas covered by the two organizations. 

 

This sequential understanding of Hobbesian, Lockean and Kantian Europe is seductive in its neat 

ordering of history as a step-by-step development from power politics to political community. It 

also holds some truth. It is unlikely that the deep mistrust between West European states would 

have been overcome was it not for the fortunate combination of a shared enemy and a regional 

hegemon located outside the European continent. Increasing interdependence through market 

integration helped not only to rebuild the war-torn continent and bring unprecedented wealth to a 

number of West European societies, but also to increase knowledge of other West Europeans and 

build trust through cultural exchange, study abroad programmes and a steep increase in intra-

regional tourism. 

 

At the same time the sequential narrative is also deeply problematic. Power, preferences and 

community co-existed throughout European history and have continued to do so after World War II. 

West European states did not balance power but threat in the Cold War and after (Walt 1998; Wivel 

2008). It was the proximity and conventional power of the Soviet Union in combination with its 

expansionist Communist ideology, which made former great powers France and the United 

Kingdom accept US hegemony, and they dared make that bet, because of they shared a liberal 

democratic political culture and values with the US hegemon. The political and economic 

transformation of first the Federal Republic and later reunited Germany was facilitated by US 

hegemony and the incentive to recover economically, but  the particular combination of economic 

competitiveness and civilian foreign policy was underpinned by shameful remembrance of the past 

in combination with ‘ordoliberalism’, a historically embedded German political-economic culture 

seeing a strong role for the state and political institutions in securing market solutions that are both 

effective and socially balanced – and an inspiration for both economic and institutional 

development in Western Europe. Finally, the rise of nationalist populism in Western Europe since 

the 2008-2013 economic crisis has illustrated that adherence to Euro-Atlantic – or more narrowly 

West European – political community is often shallow and unevenly distributed. 
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Consequently, it makes sense to understand (West) European peaceful change as processes of 

continuous balancing and rebalancing power and preferences and that the content and outcome of 

these processes continue to depend on the willingness of the great powers to prioritize peaceful 

change and the extent to which their understandings of peaceful change are compatible (Wivel and 

Wæver 2018). From this perspective Lockean peaceful change is facing the biggest challenges. 

Both deepening and widening of EU institutions seem to have come to a standstill and for the first 

time since the signing of the Treaty of Rome, a member state – the United Kingdom – has decided 

to leave the EU. There is little agreement on the future of the EU or NATO and small states seem to 

coalesce around competing great power visions and initiatives in both political economy and 

military security (Wivel and Thorhallsson 2018). At the same time, Hobbesians may find comfort in 

the closely coordinated NATO response to Russian military resurgence since 2014. West Europeans 

are increasing their defence budgets and the United States has increased its number of troops on the 

continent. NATO members continue to disagree over how to respond to ‘softer’ great power 

challenges such as US trade policy, Chinese human rights and technology policy or Russian energy 

policy, but when it comes to an external military threat, they continue to balance to protect peaceful 

change among themselves. The key to the future of European peaceful change then lies in the extent 

to which West Europeans are able to move along the Kantian path towards a peaceful community. 

Developments in West European politics since the end of World War II suggests that this is 

increasingly a history of overlapping communities rather than a step by step process. War between 

Germany, France, the United Kingdom, Spain and Italy is now unthinkable, but so is extending the 

economic solidarity and social loyalties of national community to the regional level. 

 

What can other countries and regions learn from the West European experience? One important 

lesson is to accommodate the main antagonist in the previous war in a way that allows for economic 

growth and political influence with checks and balances easing the fears of former enemies and 

reducing the risk of security spirals. A second important lesson that a shared value base combined 

with political pluralism is a strong point of departure for peaceful change, but no guarantee for 

continued success. West European states are all liberal democratic welfare states, but economic and 

gender equality, civil liberties and social models vary widely. Social liberal values serve as the basis 

for peaceful change and development, but specific goals and means are not the same across the 

region.  
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