
ROUNDTABLE: RISING POWERS AND THE INTERNATIONAL ORDER

A Post-Western Europe: Strange
Identities in a Less Liberal
World Order
Ole Wæver

The debate on “rising powers,” “power shift,” and a possible end to the

liberal international order has been mostly conducted on U.S. terms.

As usual, there are two sources of this bias: the current power configura-

tion in world politics and the dominance of American scholars in the field of

international relations theory. As a result, discussions of international order are

typically framed around two kinds of actors: the hegemon privileged by the

power distribution of yesteryear (consistently represented by the United States)

and rising powers (notably China). In a collection of global perspectives,

Europe is in several respects the least interesting continent: small, worn, and

often just a weak echo of the real master.

Nevertheless, Europe’s curious position brings to light some intriguing dynam-

ics of the emerging world order. Even if the United States and Europe are the

closest of allies and jointly constitute the core of the West, perspectives differ

depending on whether world politics is viewed from Washington as opposed to

Brussels, Berlin, or Paris. The neglect of Europe is paradoxical because many com-

mentators looking at rising powers point out that the world is becoming more

diverse and differentiated. This is true, and it applies to more than just the rising

powers: Europe should not be subsumed simply as “U.S.-light.” Precisely because

Europe is not predefined as part of the basic constellation of hegemonic and rising

powers, the European view of that constellation is particularly interesting.

In the new, post-Western world, Europe is a strange case. It is the “old world” in

so many respects—not only by linguistic convention but also because a peculiarly

European “international society” provided most of the DNA to the current
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international order. Moreover, Europe has retained a privileged stake in the exist-

ing order with two permanent seats on the UN Security Council and as the closest

ally of the leading power, the United States, both in a general political sense and

through the world’s strongest and deepest military alliance, NATO. Yet it is also

possible to view Europe as a newly emerging continent. During the cold war

Europe was no longer a major player in global affairs, given the dominance of

the United States and the Soviet Union. Consequently, the state of the world

was increasingly attributed to the two superpowers, not Europe. The “new region-

alism” of the s even sometimes included Europe as one of the “repressed”

continents that would be reborn as the superpowers eventually retreated.

Today, Europe is on the one hand clearly among the “haves” who are challenged

by the rising “have less.” On the other hand, however, having been out of the

driver’s seat for decades, there is also a sense that whatever comes after the

U.S.-led world might offer Europe new opportunities. For historical and economic

reasons, Europe is comparatively well networked with all parts of the world and

diplomatically skilled, so a more fluid system might offer Europe disproportionate

opportunities compared to its relative power base.

In most discussions on order and change, powers and values are conflated, or

at least discussed as closely connected. That is, the stability and future of the

U.S.-centric order and that of the liberal order are typically linked as if one nec-

essarily entails the other. That makes comparatively little difference when the

attention is focused on the United States or the rising powers, but it makes a

huge difference when talking about Europe. Although the rising powers are not

all “revisionist” in the narrow and immediate sense of challenging the liberal

order, they all have a long-term vision in which the United States is less dominant

and the global value system is less American, whereas the United States naturally

continues to see U.S. power as the best way to preserve a liberal order (and liberal

internationalists in the United States see the liberal order as crucial for U.S.

power). The position of Europe in the liberal order is paradoxical. In one

sense, it can easily be argued that Europe is more dependent on the current

order than any other main actor. While the United States and China both benefit

from it, they have more power in traditional terms and can look after their inter-

ests by other means if the institutional infrastructure weakens. In another sense,

Europe has a less dependent position in terms of its ideational, emotional, and

political relationship to the current order. There is not a general perception in

Europe that this is “our order.” Given this detachment, it might be possible to
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shift from one assistant role to another—from assistant to the United States to one

of the supporting actors in a multicentric order. This detachment is reflected in

the works of Europe’s leading European policymakers and think-tankers. For

instance, only two years before John Ikenberry published “The Rise of China

and the Future of the West: Can the Liberal System Survive?” in Foreign Affairs

(), the main strategic think tank for the European Union published one

of its “Chaillot Papers” on “Facing China’s Rise: Guidelines for an EU Strategy”

without even mentioning the liberal order as such.

Of course, this path is only tenable as long as one assumes that the international

system in a more bare-bones fundamental sense (“liberal” or not) is enough to pro-

vide the necessary framework for European pursuit of interests, albeit with a

reduced role for the United States, more decentralization, and increasing equality.

Unlike the think-tank and policy set, some scholars in Europe have for years made

arguments similar to their colleagues in the United States that the stability of the

liberal order was of concern and that Europe should take an interest in how to steer

this order through power shifts. A year of rising populism on both sides of the

Atlantic brought the wider policy circles in Europe more in line with dominant lib-

eral internationalist analysis in the United States and with its (until then) quite

small contingent in Europe. With Brexit and the election of Donald Trump to

the U.S. presidency in , the specter of a liberal unraveling from within sud-

denly appeared more real than ever. Particularly because the threat unexpectedly

seemed to come from within, the widespread reaction in Europe was to spell out

the European self-interest in upholding the liberal order.

In the following pages, I will provide Europe’s perspective on the future inter-

national order in four domains: power, economics, values, and institutions. The

guiding question throughout is whether recent changes have been cast as potential

threats to Europe (“securitized”) or whether they have been more pragmatically

received as challenges to be handled with a mix of opportunities and risks. In

each of these four sections, a distinction is made between the pre- and the

– version, accounting for the impact of Brexit, Trump, and populism.

Because international order is in Europe mostly approached pragmatically, not

as a value in itself, it is productive to analyze reactions to changes through the

lens of security (in a wide sense): actors take dramatic action to the extent that

they feel threatened. Thus, the stability of any given order is ultimately delineated

by where the different major powers draw their line between developments that

are deemed a framework within which to act and those that have to be prevented.
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As Henry Kissinger argued sixty years ago, “a legitimate order” is one in which each

major power can imagine a realization of its “vision of itself”; consequently, when

no such imagination is possible to one of the powers, the order becomes unstable.

This is particularly true for Europe, as it does not perceive itself as the main guard-

ian of the Western liberal order and does not promote the current order as a value

in itself or an extension of itself. Therefore, Europe’s role in delineating possible

global futures is best ascertained by gauging what changes are deemed dangers.

The analysis below shows that in the domains of overall power (polarity) and

economics, the dominant European reaction is to register far-reaching change,

but not designate this as ultimately threatening. In contrast, change in the domain

of values (human rights and democracy, in particular) more often triggers alarm

and rhetoric of possible definitive loss. Finally, the fourth domain, institutions, has

seen the most dramatic change from a relative lack of concern prior to  to a

recent uptick in worry for the institutions of the liberal international order.

Though it should be understood that each domain has overlapping concerns

with the others (“power” can encompass military, economic, and soft power,

for example), it will be instructive to take them in turn.

Power

The first and most striking difference between debates in Europe and the United

States about the ongoing global power shift is whether the power structure is con-

ceptualized as a worry in its own right. That such a shift is underway is widely

acknowledged, and global actors are reacting accordingly for their own policymak-

ing. However, acknowledging and reacting to the power shift is not the same as

making the power structure itself an object of concern. The latter demands an

aggregate concept of “balance of power” or “polarity,” along with the assumption

that this factor has independent existence and causal importance. Unlike

Europe, U.S. policy is premised on the assumption that it matters what the

power structure is. Major debates have been conducted on the question of whether

the system is unipolar, what this entails, and whether it is possible and advisable

for the United States to try to protect this structure against a potential peer chal-

lenger; or whether the system is becoming multipolar and whether this contains

possibilities for maintaining American interests. In all of these, the structure

matters as such. It is an object of policy to try to prevent a polarity shift from uni-

polarity to bipolarity or to shape an emerging multipolarity.
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Europe displays much less interest both in defining the power structure and in

influencing it. There are at least three possible explanations. One is capability: pol-

icymakers in the United States care about the power structure because they are

able to influence it, whereas Europeans more often view it as beyond their control.

Second is a more ideological explanation: Europe simply thinks less in terms of

power. However, as Robert Kagan has argued, this is at least partly a function

of the first explanation. Third is a silent satisfaction with a shift from unipolarity

to multipolarity. For example, France’s strong opposition to unilateral U.S. action

at the start of the  Iraq war was similar to the pushback from Russia and

China, and for similar reasons. In a situation where a lone superpower stresses

unipolarity, the great powers in the rank just below are structurally induced to

resist—in this case, a unipolar, U.S.-dominated power structure—and work for

multipolarity. The  European Security Strategy did not mention polarity,

but a  speech by Commission President José Manuel Durão Barrosso por-

trayed multipolarity as favorable because it “limits ‘hegemonic power,’ which

can often be a source of instability”; and although multipolarity contains its

own risks of competition, it is still the most favorable platform on which to

build multilateral cooperation.

Overall, the general tone in Europe is that rising powers and the global power

shift is not Europe’s responsibility. Europe does not sit at the pinnacle of global

power to be potentially dislodged by shifts in the global distribution. Europe can-

not project power in Asia, as the United States does, so it cannot really get

involved in balancing China in East Asia or the Asia-Pacific. In Europe only

very specialized security experts worry about the rise of China in power terms.

Geopolitical power shifts mostly register indirectly through their impact on the

relevant arenas for Europe, often those that are interregional, not global, such

as the conflicts in Ukraine and Syria. In these cases, Europe is attentive to change

in the global power distribution, not as a threat in itself or an object of policy, but

only as context for these local arenas. Thus, global power shifts condition Europe’s

possible actions in its own neighborhood.

Though in recent years—and particularly since Brexit and Trump—there has

indeed been increased focus in Europe on power distribution as a security con-

cern, the increasing non-Western power is still not usually depicted as a threat

itself. Even in a hardcore security setting such as the annual Munich Security

Conference, where the  report was a gloomy “Post-Truth, Post-West,

Post-Order,” the global power shift enters only as a secondary component folded
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into a general focus on illiberal and populist developments in the West. The

European position remains distinct from the American one in this way because

Europe’s own status, identity, and interests are not tied in a one-to-one relation-

ship to the current (or outgoing) order. At most, global changes in power figure an

enabling condition in security concerns.

Economics

Shifts in the international order are most often viewed in Europe through an eco-

nomic lens: the global distribution of production, trade, and consumption as it

increasingly moves toward the Global South and East. Is this addressed as a threat

to be stopped or a challenge to be managed? At the national level, it is mostly seen

as a challenge with more opportunity than risk, and most importantly as a trend

beyond one’s own control; but at the EU level, it is sometimes taken as a worrying

challenge to be met. Again, this mostly reflects the capability to act. No single state

can do much about the general shift, whereas structural policies at the EU level

have a better chance to rebalance a bit to Europe’s advantage.

White papers at the national level present the economic rise of Brazil, China,

and India as a call for adaptation, that is, to recalibrate national efforts to exploit

the new possibilities and get the biggest possible piece of the cake. (For example, in

 Denmark appointed five renowned individuals as “export ambassadors” to

optimize Danish exports to BRICs and “second wave” countries.) National diplo-

matic representations and export programs are targeted through an analysis of this

economic shift. A more threatening image sometimes mobilizes action in specific

domains, such as education policy (for example, when tests show European pupils

losing out to those from South Korea or China), because education is widely seen

as the ultimate source of future technological and economic competitiveness. It is

also the domain wherein an economic shift becomes securitized, when people start

imagining their poorly performing children placed at a disadvantage in some

future global division of labor. Therefore, education is the subdomain where

national debates about economics become most threat-infused.

At the EU level, worries are much more clearly articulated about decline in the

relative economic standing of the continent and the need for and possibility of

concerted efforts to maintain its position. Therefore, the EU developed structural

policies to increase productivity and growth in its so-called “Lisbon strategy” for

– and then in its “Europe  strategy” for the following decade. Most
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analysis has focused on U.S.–EU comparisons, and the puzzle has been why the

United States is doing better than Europe as a “knowledge economy.” The larger

context was a global picture of European economic decline, ultimately pointing

toward a future where the next generation will be less favorably placed in the

global division of labor. Similar worries in the s about decline led to the cre-

ation of the internal market in the s. Then, and now, the reaction is one of

“internal balancing” (strengthening oneself), not anger directed at the interna-

tional economic order. As with geopolitics, Europe does not see itself as a stake-

holder in an advantageous order; the status quo is already one of gradual loss. A

Trump transformation is looming in this domain but has not yet kicked in.

Trump’s personal mercantilist outlook seems to single out China and Germany

as the two main enemies (the latter occasionally dressed up as “the EU”). If

this outlook actually materializes in major trade battles, it is more than possible

that Germany and Europe would mirror this analysis and link global structure

to local welfare in a matrix of economic war. So far, however, the dominant

image of global change in the economic domain is centered on emerging markets

as national fields for competition and a structural challenge for the EU.

Values

Unlike in the domains of aggregate power and economics, Europe views global

change as a threat in the domain of values, especially democracy and human

rights. This is in no small part because the values of the liberal international

order are seen as at least as much European as American. One example of how

this threat manifests itself is the perceived moral dilemma between the economic

gains to be had by collaborating with China at the expense of turning a blind eye

toward Chinese human rights violations. In the media, this is an easy and there-

fore oft-repeated framing for policy debates relating to China and other rising

powers.

This tendency to mobilize values domestically as the guilty consciences of

politicians explains a paradox in Europe’s position globally. In principle, Europe

stands to gain from moving into a more fluid, post-Western world, as argued

above. Europe indeed has the operational space to act in a more multidimensional

world because, compared to the United States, Europe is freed of both the burden

of being identified with the order and the weight of being widely seen as one of the

main parties to global conflicts in the Middle East or in East Asia. However, in
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practice this advantage disappears when exposed to the dynamics of domestic pol-

itics, because in a competitive situation politicians are almost always rewarded for

being “principled” and fighting for “our” principles and values.

Europe’s global orientation on values has been modified recently. A useful com-

parison point for this modification is the difference between the European security

strategy of  under Javier Solana and that of  under Federica Mogherini.

Solana’s approach has been characterized as more idealistic and Mogherini’s as

more realistic, the former following roughly the logic of Europe as a normative

power, and the latter maintaining a bleaker outlook on the challenges confronting

Europe. However, rather than signaling a turn to a darker and more power-

centered analysis as a reaction to growing threats, the change is more an attempt

by Mogherini to teach Europe the modesty needed to maneuver in a post-Western

world where new powers expect to be treated with equality, than it is about

Western presumption of privilege.

These internal struggles in Europe about how to move from a posture of supe-

riority toward equality underestimate the long-term need to find a more effective

strategy for an even weaker future position. The West still assumes the privileged

position of the universalization of its particular values. The rest face the hard

choice of either articulating their own values as particular (in other words, valu-

able because they are theirs) or assimilating to the West’s allegedly universal

norms. However, in a post-Western future where many partake equally in defining

the terms, Europe too will increasingly have to defend its values as particular (that

is, claim a right to difference), and not as universally valid. Most importantly, this

may reconfigure secularism. Because many Europeans currently fail to see secular-

ism as particular and instead treat it as abstractly true, or at least as a universally

valid best practice, Europe is inflexible in relation to other states’ values. Since

some  to  percent of the world’s population is religious and the majority

let religion count politically, the European peculiarity as the secularist continent

will be better defended by requesting minority protection than by claiming

to be speaking for everyone. A long-term delinking of Europe, the West, and uni-

versalism is therefore likely.

For now, in terms of values, Europeans more often feel it is their order that is

threatened by change. Naturally, this mirrors a deep ethnocentric and imperialistic

attitude in Europe to both the United States and non-Western parts of the world.

Brexit and Trumpism have reinforced this. As the Brits and Americans jump ship,

identification between “Europe” and “Western values” will only grow stronger.
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Liberal Institutions

The domain of institutions is where Europe has recently changed most dramati-

cally. Until recently, a threat to liberal institutions was not a European theme out-

side narrow academic circles (as illustrated by the example of the rise of China not

being linked to global liberal institutions). In recent years domestic policymakers

have had little incentive to spell out the importance of liberal international insti-

tutions for their ability to deliver goods to the public; but they benefit from blam-

ing them for negatives. Brexit and Trump were a loud wake-up call; Europeans

generally display greater support for European integration now than they did

before.

Today in Europe we see an increase in supportive rhetoric for liberal institu-

tion-building across the board: from the WTO to NATO and from international

regimes on human rights and refugees to economic globalization—all elements

currently under threat not least because of the United States. However, there is

a paradoxical weakness at the heart of this mobilization. It is easy to argue in

Europe that it is our mission to uphold multilateralism or that suddenly we

have become the guardians of the liberal order, as when in the early s the

presidency of George W. Bush brought together even Jürgen Habermas and

Jacques Derrida to promote a European identity and a joint vision for Europe

greatly indebted to the United States as provider of a useful “other.” German

Chancellor Angela Merkel draws on this logic when she casts herself as the

super-multilateralist of the day. However, it is easy to be self-congratulatory in

relation to a Bush or a Trump. Ironically, the real challenge is to actually commit

to Europe. It is easy to declare grand visions and depict these as European; it is

difficult to actually stand up for one particular liberal institution: European inte-

gration. Logically, European integration is just one among many liberal

institution-building projects, but practically and politically it is the central one

for Europeans, because without sufficient European integration there is no

European actor to actually perform all the heroic actions for other institutions.

However, in domestic politics in Europe, it is European integration that is most

contentious because it affects society most deeply, whereas the other—more

distant—institutions are easier to support.

Euro-skepticism has become a constitutive element of modern populism.

Most pro-European politicians pick the path of least resistance: the EU should

narrow down and do more of a few necessary things and less of the excessive
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stuff. This naïve rhetoric ignores that commonsensical in one country equals

controversial in another. Institutional strengthening is necessary, but highly

unpopular. Politicians’ fear of their own populations prevents the consolidation

of European integration that is necessary for Europe to play the role of defending

those values that Europe prizes. At present, there is a risk of grand, global rhetoric

actually serving as cover-up for a lack of institution-building where it matters. The

support is high and growing in Europe for international institutions for trade,

climate policy, security, and much else. But the ability of Europe to do much

on these issues depends on the institution closest to home: the EU.

After Liberal Internationalism

These four domains help establish the boundary between change that is taken as a

condition for policy and change that is made the target of transformative action.

The stability of an international order is circumscribed by this boundary from all

major actors’ perspectives. In Europe, rising powers and revisions to the liberal

international order are met pragmatically as long as these only relate to power (the

“not my table” syndrome) and economics (we are losing anyway), but treated as

threats when it comes to values (they are ours). Institutions is the dimension that

has witnessed the most change recently, previously ignored and now increasingly

seen as a crucial bastion under threat and potentially a place for Europe to step

into action and gain a role befitting of its identity projections. For the most

part, these general changes trigger little panic, because rising powers do not

upend but modify principles, and Europe only embraces its role as value defender

half-heartedly as a historically inherited curse. Both at the level of nation-state and

of Europe as a region, there is naturally a strong impulse to defend territorial

integrity, free trade, and international rule of law, but the lines of defense for

such principles are not seen as coterminous with one specific “order.” Only to

the United States, which identifies so closely with the order, do such principles

appear as either/or questions associated with “the liberal order.” Europe places

both less confidence in the current order and less revisionism to any specific rising

power. It is important to place global developments in the context of a general

European outlook on world history. Although this might seem strange to a U.S.

reader, there is in Europe a widespread recognition that the natural context is

decline over time. Therefore, “losing” is not, as in Trump’s universe, enough

to mobilize an angry response, but rather a shrug.
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If the long-term trend is downward, the question is whether any particular chal-

lenge constitutes such a dramatic and immediate threat to Europe that it calls for

dramatic action in response. Europe generally accepts that the international order

is one that was constructed in the West (by Europe first, then rewritten by the

United States) and increasingly is modified to reflect the current reality regarding

power and economics in the world. However, Europeans are reluctantly consider-

ing whether to draw a line in the sand on principled “European values” and there

is an expectation that any change will be gradual so that Europe will be able to

adjust. Thus, the European outlook is strangely accepting of gradual decline,

but resistant to radical change. Therefore, the Trump revolution has become

the object of concern and the (ensuing?) Xi revolution will come to motivate

foreign policy to prevent it, if too swift. Europe is prepared to move to the side,

but only slowly.

The next question is in what direction Europe is willing to move. What kinds of

reforms to the international order will prove viable? Again, identity is key. Europe

is not as critical as the United States of the rise of Asia in power and economics,

but it is important to Europe that the new scene for value politics is one where

newcomers must make their case on classical terms. That is, the meaning of

human rights might change in the long run, but new powers will have to make

the case that their approach is better for human rights rather than make an ideo-

logical case against them.

Focusing on the United States and China (and other rising powers) channels

debate into the classic peaceful change dilemma, which is in many ways the con-

stitutive question defining the discipline of international relations. Is war the

only mode of adaptation to power shifts, or can some peaceful route be found?

While it is in the enlightened self-interest of the West to adjust the order enough

to accommodate rising powers, it is notoriously difficult to give anything up vol-

untarily, not least power. This question ends as squaring the circle: change and

order locked into something close to a stable equation. Europe is on neither

side in this simple equation, and allowing for European complexity quickly allows

others in. The resulting global constellation is a much better representation of the

emerging global pattern.
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primarily demands that rising powers rearticulate rather than confront classical Western values
because, in contrast to the United States, there is little sense of loss in Europe in relation to the
global structures of power and economics.
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