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THE ROLE OF THE UNITED STATES IN 
EU FOREIGN POLICY
Patron or Partner?

By THEANO DAMIANA AGALOGLOU

INTRODUCTION

During the Cold War the cooperation between Europe and the United States was marked by 
their will to prevent the expansionism of the Soviet Union. European governments offered sol-
idarity to their superpower patron in order to guarantee security in the old continent (Shapiro 
& Witney, 2009). The threat for a potential penetration of Moscow in Western Europe was no 
longer existent after the fall of the Berlin Wall which signaled the end of the Cold War. In the 
new era after the demise of the Soviet Union, the US remained the sole superpower in the in-
ternational arena, in both military and political terms. The new unipolar structure of the world, 
accompanied by a widening gap between American and European power, had dramatic changes 
and inter alia affected the nature of the transatlantic partnership. By exploring the nature of the 
post-Cold War relationship between the US and the EU, this paper will demonstrate that the 
US has continued to be more of a patron than a partner to the EU, especially when it comes to 
international security.

The end of the Cold War had dramatic changes for the international sys-
tem and inter alia affected the nature of the transatlantic partnership. 
This paper demonstrates that the United States has continued to be more 
of a patron than a partner to the EU, especially in international crises - 
which tend to require a rapid and robust response. The assessment of the 
American role is based on two factors that have been key to the nature 
of the transatlantic relationship. On the one hand, the preponderance of 
American power tends to allow the US to ignore the voice and actions of 
the EU. On the other hand, the EU’s weakness in producing a common 
voice and forceful action have made it difficult for the Union to serve as 
a credible partner to the US. Even though the role of the US in EU foreign 
policy has varied over the years, the continuous power gap has ensured 
that the nature of the relationship has remained largely the same. 
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In order to understand the role of the US, the two terms ‘patron’ and ‘partner’ have to be de-
fined. The English word ‘patron’ comes directly from the well-known Latin root pater meaning 
‘father’ (American Heritage Dictionary, 2001, p. 1328). Metaphorically, this refers to a relation-
ship of state dependency in the area of security (Marks, 2011, p. 114). In other words, patron 
states are regarded as being able to influence dependent states, while foreign policy choices of 
the latter remain relatively limited. Nevertheless, it is important to mention that both states can 
benefit by this relationship. Within this context, dependent states are politically and militarily 
supported by the patron state. On the other hand, the term ‘partner’ refers to a joint shape of a 
relationship, where equal rights are respected and tasks are divided. In that regard, the possibility 
of a joint development of the relationship is enhanced (Schmidt, 2010, p. 3). 

POWER RELATIONS

The role of the US in EU foreign policy in the post-Cold War period has varied per US adminis-
tration. Yet, particularly in crises, the US has generally acted more as a patron than a partner to 
the EU. As noted by Hyde-Price (2006), “Crises often serve to lay bare the stark realities of power 
relations which can otherwise remain obscure during more placid times” (p. 227). 

The assessment of the US role is based on two factors that have been key to the nature of the 
transatlantic relationship. On the one hand, the preponderance of American power has allowed 
the US in many cases to ignore the foreign policy wishes and concerns of the EU. On the other 
hand, due to its own weaknesses, it has been difficult for the EU to serve as a credible partner to 
the US. The EU’s lack of political weight and military capabilities has frequently resulted in an in-
ability to act in situations that require a rapid and robust response. Additionally, the lack of unity 
amongst the European member states has blocked many attempts of the Union to speak with one 
voice on the world stage. As a result of these inherent weaknesses, the EU tends to be dependent 
on the US and often has little choice but to acquiesce to Washington’s foreign policy line. 

THE CLINTON ADMINISTRATION

Under the Clinton administration, Washington acted as a patron of Brussels in the most im-
portant international crisis, namely the Balkan ethnic conflicts in the 90’s after the breakdown of 
Yugoslavia. The crisis in the Balkans showed Europe’s inability to play a major role internationally. 
Although the European Union had started to make its own steps with the creation of the Com-
mon Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), it failed to produce an effective response to prevent 
the genocide in Bosnia. The crisis of the Balkans notably depicted that an important condition 
for European unity in foreign policy is American prodding (Peterson, 2003). In the case of Yu-
goslavia, the American administration had indicated that it presumed its European allies to act 
(Forster & Wallace, 2000). Nevertheless, Europe could do little to stop the genocide alone and 
broker peace without Washington’s support (Hitchcock, 2004). Even though the West European 
governments took the lead in managing the latest stages of transition in the Balkans and thus ob-
taining a junior partner status in the region, they proved unable to provide a solution to the crisis 
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in Bosnia (Abramowitz, 2011). Against the background of Europe’s failure to produce a unified 
response, the US had to step in and took the lead in NATO’s military campaign in 1994. Ameri-
ca’s patronage is also reflected in the Dayton peace accords, which were brokered “by the US with 
EU diplomats literally locked out of the negotiating rooms” (Peterson, 2003, p. 92). All in all, as 
Peterson and Pollack (2003, p. 12) observed, the overall picture of Europe is that it failed to take 
united action, unless it was pushed by the US hegemon. 

During the administration of Bill Clinton the US did not look unfavourably towards the EU’s 
ambition to develop a CFSP. However, not only the tragedy in Bosnia but also the crisis in Koso-
vo in 1999 highlighted the disagreement between Europe and the US “over the role of the UN, 
when the European allies, led by France, had prioritised its importance” (Tzogopoulos, 2012, p. 
52). Moreover, the handling of the war in Serbia and Kosovo mirrored the harsh transatlantic 
military disproportion (Kagan, 2003). In Kosovo the honour of Europeans was humiliated as in 
a region as near as the Balkans, Europe’s “ability to deploy force” was but a “meager fraction” of 
America’s (Kagan, 2003, p. 47). Thus, from the American perspective, the European allies did not 
offer a lot to the war and their worry for “legal issues” thwarted the war’s operations prosecution 
(Kagan, 2003, p. 51). Also, Europe’s reliance on American military power made Americans the 
principal players of international diplomacy before, during, and after the war (Kagan, 2003, p. 
47). This was underlined when the American NATO Commando ignored European calls to stop 
the bombings in order to give Milosevic an opportunity to resolve the crisis. The Balkan crisis 
showed that “multilateral action could not succeed without a significant element of American 
unilateralism, an American willingness to use its overwhelming power to dominate both war and 
diplomacy when weaker allies hesitated” (Kagan, 2003, p. 52).  

Although the nature of the patronage under the Clinton Administration was different from the 
one during the Cold War, it still remained the main element underpinning transatlantic relations. 
This does not mean that cooperation between the US and Europe had not been fostered through 
other initiatives such as the New Transatlantic Agenda (NTA) of 1995 (Smith, 2004). Yet, those 
kinds of initiatives had not been sufficient for the EU to cooperate as an equal partner with the 
US internationally, especially in dealing with war situations and foreign policy crises. 

THE BUSH ADMINISTRATION

Taking into account that the Union had failed to play a significant role under relatively favourable 
circumstances during the Clinton administration, it had even more limited chances for a success-
ful international policy in the era of Clinton’s successor, George W. Bush. In the first nine months 
Bush was in power he showed strong signs of unilateralism. Disregarding European concerns, 
Washington chose to ignore the Kyoto Protocol, the International Criminal Court (ICC) and the 
ABM Treaty in order to develop its own National Missile Defence (Peterson & Pollack, 2003). 

In the immediate aftermath of the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center (WTC) and 
the Pentagon, the Union expressed its solidarity and contributed to the war against Afghanistan 
under US leadership. When NATO’S article 5 was called upon, it was clear that this attack or any 
additional one would be understood as a confrontation against all members of NATO. However, 
the expressions of European solidarity with the United States temporarily hid different views on 
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the best approach to combat terrorism. As the war in Afghanistan evolved, many Europeans be-
came opposed to its escalation (Ibid.). Yet, the Bush administration seemed determined to take all 
necessary steps to combat terrorism, without much reference to international law and the opinion 
of its European allies. The US appeared simply too powerful to pay attention to multilateralism.  
The post 9/11 US defense expenditure per year was two and a half times higher in comparison to 
that of the 15 EU member states, and Europe’s military involvement in the war was comparatively 
small (Peterson & Pollack, 2003). All in all, “the Afghan war was anything but a NATO operation” 
(Howorth, 2003, p. 20). In the view of Donald Rumsfeld the international coalition against terror-
ism was a “shifting alliance” that would be “opportunistic” and “temporary” (Peterson & Pollack, 
2003, p. 9). It might therefore not be surprising that the US was prepared to abandon traditional 
allies in the EU in its war on terror (Ibid.).

What was questioned during the Bush administration, especially after the Afghanistan war, 
was whether the possibility of the US and the EU becoming strategic partners would no longer 
exist (Peterson & Pollack, 2003). The US seemed decided to contest the war on terrorism “via 
an all-military doctrine” (Peterson & Pollack, 2003, p. 8). The doctrine opposed Europe’s tradi-
tional reliance on civilian power diplomacy (Ibid.). The US further fanned the flames when, nine 
months later, Bush delivered a speech presenting Iraq as a major threat to the Middle East and the 
world and calling on the UN “to marshal its forces against this rogue state” (Hitchcock, 2004, p. 
469). Many Europeans saw this US gesture as a strategic bid to win UN approval for a unilateral 
and preemptive attack to remove Saddam Hussein from power (Hitchcock, 2004). The ensuing 
crisis in transatlantic relations generated a fruitful debate as to the different perspectives of the US 
and the EU. The thesis of Robert Kagan (2003) has constituted a significant intellectual work in 
that regard. By arguing that Americans are from Mars and Europeans from Venus he explains that 
Europe is reaching a post-historical paradise of peace and relative prosperity -what Immanuel 
Kant’s has called ‘perpetual peace’- while the US exercises power in an anarchic Hobbesian world, 
where international laws and rules are of no reliability (Kagan, 2003).

Just like during the Balkan crisis, there was not only a transatlantic divide, but also a rift within 
the EU itself. That is to say that Europe was fragmented in its response to the Iraq war.  Donald 
Rumsfeld at that time divided Europe into “New” and “Old” (Shawcross, 2004, p. 126). EU coun-
tries such as Belgium, Finland, France, Germany, Greece and Sweden clearly expressed their dis-
agreement with the US strategy (Economist, 2003). By contrast, countries such as Britain, Spain, 
Italy, and the new member states of the Union including Poland, and Czech Republic stood by 
the US. In the case of Iraq the US was arguably a patron only of a part of Europe and not of the 
whole Union. Many states of the “New Europe” mainly supported the invasion in order to invest 
in further cooperation with Washington and to guarantee its future support for issues of their 
interest. The Iraq war is therefore unquestionably the most important example highlighting US 
patronage over the so-called “New Europe” in the post 9/11 era. Yet, even though Old Europe did 
not let itself get patronized by the US, it would also be misplaced to speak of a partnership. The 
Bush administration appeared intent to go to war against Iraq irrespective of what other coun-
tries thought. Its predominant power position allowed the US to pay little attention to European 
concerns (Hyde-Price, 2006). The lack of unity amongst European member states made it extra 
difficult for the Union to stand up to the US, and thereby even easier for Washington to unilater-
ally determine the foreign policy course.
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Although a discussion about transatlantic relations after the terrorist attacks should have Iraq 
as its fundamental point of reference, other themes and areas should not be ignored. Issues such 
as Iran’s nuclear programme, relations with Russia and the Arab-Israeli conflict did not lead to 
serious disagreements between Europe and the US. Nevertheless, Brussels was not able to play 
a major political role without US patronage. In the case of the Arab-Israeli conflict for example, 
Europe did not manage to successfully pursue its own agenda for the creation of a Palestinian 
state because of continuous US opposition to the matter (Shapiro & Witney, 2009). In the final 
account, the main reason why Washington was arguably reserved to defy Europe was not related 
to its political gravity but to its economic wealth. As Joseph Nye (2002) observes, “on questions 
of trade and influence within the World Trade Organization, Europe is the equal of the United 
States” (p. 30). However, even though the weight of the Union’s economy might have tempered 
US dominance, its economic wealth was not sufficient to produce an efficient foreign policy. Due 
to a lack of political clout, the EU has generally had little choice but to abide by Washington’s 
leadership: “Europe has never been able to conduct any initiative to its term” (Aoun, 2003, p. 297)

Under the second term of the Bush Administration, the relationship between the EU and the 
US slightly improved. The entanglement of the US in Iraq and its remarkable failure to translate 
its military victory into a political one has largely affected its strategy in the second term of the 
Bush Administration (Joffe, 2006). This second term was rather different to the first four years 
Bush was in office. Although Washington did not abandon its unilateral priorities, it did not de-
cide to expand its preemptive strategy by invading Iran and North Korea. By contrast, it rather 
followed a mild policy in the international arena, being already actively involved in Afghanistan 
and Iraq. This led to more favourable conditions for a greater EU role in transatlantic foreign 
policy matters. Although America’s role as a patron could hardly be challenged, Washington en-
couraged a greater role for Europe in ‘soft’ security issues in order to relieve America of some of 
its international responsibilities. In the case of the Balkans for instance, the US supported a major 
role for the EU in attempting to guarantee the post-Kosovo war stability in the region (Peterson, 
2003). The European Union Rule of Law Mission in Kosovo (EULEX) is a characteristic example. 
The US also reacted positively to the mediation of former French President Nicolas Sarkozy, who 
pushed for a ceasefire after South Ossetia’s invasion by Russia in August 2008 (Bush, 2010). Many 
in Washington also came to accept and support the EU-3 diplomatic efforts in Iran. Nevertheless, 
the EU’s role in international security remained largely limited to issues of ‘soft’ security. 

THE OBAMA ADMINISTRATION

In the Obama years transatlantic relations have continued to be warm. The main difference 
during the first term of the charismatic leader is that the US has shifted its attention towards the 
Asia-Pacific region and did not largely focus on the transatlantic partnership (Howorth, 2003). 
Moreover, noting that since the collapse of Lehman Brothers the world financial crisis has been 
the main issue on the transatlantic agenda, cooperation between Washington and Brussels on 
foreign affairs has not been a priority in comparison to previous years. 

During the first serious foreign policy crisis of the Obama administration following the so-called 
Arab Spring, the US president did invest in cooperation with Europe in relation to bombarding 
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Libya (St John, 2012). Yet, the EU remained rather passive and indecisive. Libya is a typical case 
in which Europe largely failed to speak with one voice. Once again, a lack of political consensus 
in the EU concerning the intervention in Libya became apparent. This can be explained by the 
different stances adopted by member states. France and the United Kingdom took up a diplomat-
ic leadership role in the Security Council and supported the military campaign. Italy later joined 
the former two member states. Germany, on the other hand, significantly abstained from voting 
on Resolution 1973. Elaborating on the matter, Varvelli (2014) explains that “different domestic 
and foreign policy considerations have dominated the European states’ calculations over Libya” 
(p. 2). France’s policy can be explained by the weight of its own Maghreb community. The United 
Kingdom’s policy has placed emphasis on the transatlantic alliance and its concerns over North 
African regional stability. In Germany, domestic politics and concerns over the Spring 2011 state 
elections led the country to undertake an anti-intervention stance. Italy did not want to jeopar-
dize its privileged relationship with Qaddafi and to cause a political crisis within the right-wing 
government – with the “Northern League” party which was opposed to military intervention. In 
the end, the Libya operation was essentially a Franco-British mission with significant American 
military support. 

There are also unresolved issues which might further challenge the nature of the transatlantic 
partnership and bring back to the forefront questions about patronage. The future of the conflict 
in Syria, a potential extended military response against the Islamic State and negotiations on 
the Iranian nuclear programme will be of high significance for the nature of US-EU relations. 
Lessons of the two decades after the end of the Cold War, as this article briefly outlines, suggest 
that it is Washington who will define the course of the transatlantic partnership - being still able 
to provide leadership at a time when the project of European integration itself is at stake. In the 
words of Robert Kagan, the US certainly prefers to act together with allies, but “if it were literally 
true that [it] could not act unilaterally, we wouldn’t be having a grand transatlantic debate over 
American unilateralism” ( Kagan, 2003, p. 39).   

Current developments suggest that the EU finds it hard to undertake significant initiatives 
without the support of the US. Although the Ukrainian crisis has theoretically offered the op-
portunity to Europe to undertake responsibilities within NATO, the mission has proven to be 
impossible. The main problem for the EU is that it lacks the US political weight as well as the 
military capabilities to act globally. Apart from the political dimension of Europe’s difficulty in 
responding to the US encouragement to act more decisively, economic parameters have to be 
taken into account.  In spite of theoretical commitments by NATO members to spend 2 percent 
or more on defense, only the US, the UK and Greece meet the pledge according to 2013 official 
preliminary data (Tzogopoulos, 2014). As long as the European economic crisis continues, this 
situation seems unlikely to alter much.

CONCLUSION

Summing up, since the end of the Cold War, the US has acted more as a patron than a partner 
to the EU in the foreign policy field. Under the Clinton administration, Europe was not able to 
provide a solution to the crisis in Bosnia without US leadership. Additionally, the wars in Serbia 
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and Kosovo demonstrated the military supremacy of the US. In the era of Clinton’s successor, 
George W. Bush, US patronage remained the main element underpinning transatlantic relations. 
The Iraq war is undoubtedly the most important example underlining US patronage, even if that 
was among a part of Europe, the so-called “New-Europe” and not the whole Union. In the second 
term of the Bush administration, however, the US followed a milder policy and was willing to 
work multilaterally. Yet, despite these more favourable conditions, the EU largely failed to deliver 
when it came to international security. In the Obama years, Washington shifted its attention to 
the Asia-Pacific region and the transatlantic relationship became less relevant in the eyes of the 
US. This feeling has been catalysed by the ongoing economic crisis in the eurozone. Even though 
Obama encouraged Europe to play a greater role in the field of international security, the inter-
vention in Libya demonstrated the EU’s inability to be a significant actor. Unresolved issues, such 
as the rise of the Islamic State, might further highlight the patronage role of the US. President 
Barack Obama’s preparedness to offer more room to the EU - even within the NATO context - has 
not resulted in a new assessment of the nature of the transatlantic relationship. The main differ-
ence of the years of Obama from those of previous US presidents in the post-Cold War era is that 
Washington is currently prepared to co-operate with Europe on a different basis. Nevertheless, 
the result remains the same. Since the fall of the Berlin Wall, the US has continued to be a patron. 
This happens either because it advocates for this type of relationship or because the other side 
–Europe- seems unable to meet the conditions of a partnership. All in all, the EU still lacks the 
US political weight as well as the US military capabilities to be able to bear equal responsibility. 
The role for the EU remains largely limited to issues of ‘soft’ security. Yet, in the eyes of the US, it 
is simply not sufficient for the EU to hold on to a civilian approach. It appears that the EU is not 
yet the security actor which the Americans can take seriously enough to partner with when faced 
with an international crisis. 
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