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Abstract

The concept of the capability-expectations gap (CEG) which I originated in 
1993 arose out of the debate about the Maastricht Treaty. Hopes, ambitions 
and predictions had been proliferating about the possibility of a genuinely 
common European foreign policy developing in the new post-Soviet 
international order. My view was more sceptical, even though positive about 
the idea in principle, on the grounds that the EU was still a long way from 
making the sovereignty derogations in in foreign policy which had been 
made in commercial policy. My argument was therefore that a gap was likely 
to open up between the expectations of progress towards European foreign 
policy and the ability to deliver it in practice. This could only be closed by 
either lowering expectations or increasing capabilities. In a further article in 
1998 I showed that the gap had closed somewhat because of the disillusion 
which had set in through the EU’s poor performance in the Balkans crisis. 
The current article is the fi rst time I have returned to the question of the 
CEG since then and it therefore takes the long perspective of 30 years. It 
concludes that the gap is now certainly narrower than in the optimistic 
early days. Realism about decision-making, resources and instruments 
has prevailed amongst most EU Member States even if the momentum for 
progress is not wholly stalled – foreign policy has not been “re-nationalised”. 
Still, the problems caused by populist souverainisme mean that truly unifi ed 
positions among the 27 are the exceptions more than the rule.
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Introduction

In this article, I survey the history of the concept of the capability-
expectations gap (CEG) – a concept which has been academically infl uential 
over the last 30 years and which has also passed into practitioner usage. 
The article is partly autobiographical and partly analytical in terms of 
the utility of the concept as a means of explaining the lack of progress 
towards the European Union’s Common Foreign and Security Policy 
(CFSP), launched in 1993. The article adds to the previous formulation of 
the CEG by taking into account the history of the Common Security and 
Defence Policy (CSDP), effectively launched in 1998. It then proceeds 
to examine fi rst the impact of war as such on the conduct of European 
foreign and security policy and then more particularly the impact of the 
war launched by Russia against Ukraine in February 2022. It concludes 
by considering whether the CEG is still a signifi cant problem for the EU 
as it attempts to develop its international actorness.

The Capability-Expectations Gap: Origins and History

The concept of the capability-expectations gap was a product of the 
debate about the Maastricht Treaty in 1992–1993 (Hill, 1993, pp. 305–
328). I had been asked by the Journal of Common Market Studies to write 
an article for its thirtieth anniversary conceptualising the relatively 
recent notion of a common European foreign policy – a project whose 
origins went back to 1969 and the gradual emergence of the coordination 
process known as European Political Cooperation (EPC). As someone 
who was in favour of a convergence of Member State diplomacy, yet 
also unconvinced by the wave of optimism unleashed by Maastricht, 
I thus had a particular problem. The historian and the realist in me were 
sceptical about the likelihood of rapid, substantive change in an area 
still subject to the powerful symbolism of national sovereignty and, in 
practical terms, limited by unanimity in decision-making – the new treaty 
changed none of that with respect to foreign policy. On the other hand, 
I had never believed that international relations was doomed to remain 
the realm of recurrence, with no progress being possible towards a world 
based on cooperation rather than brutal competition. The very history 
of European integration represented hope in that regard while the great 
changes achieved between 1989–1991 held out new prospects for the new 
European Union (EU) and the world as a whole.

It seemed to me, therefore, that it was both desirable and inevitable for 
there to be expectations of movement towards a more consistently united 
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European position on international politics, especially given the important 
differences of outlook and interest between the EU and the USA – with the 
latter now apparently free to construct a “new world order”. At the same 
time, the Union was not yet able to mobilise the huge power potential of 
its resources, as it lacked most of the usual instruments of foreign policy 
and – most fundamentally – was too easily divided on key issues, not least 
through interference from Washington. Accordingly, it was plain to see 
that a gap existed between expectations (a term which subsumed hopes, 
ambitions, and predictions) and the capability to realise them. Yet the gap 
was not a static thing; it could be closed either by lowering expectations 
– unlikely at the time – or by improving capabilities, on the need for 
which there seemed to be a solid consensus. The concept might thus 
prove useful over time as a way of measuring progress or the lack of it, as 
the gap closed or widened. Indeed, it could be used both as an judgement 
of the EU’s international actorness and in more specifi c contexts, such as 
development aid or infl uence within the United Nations.

The history of the concept can be told in brief. It has become well-
known even among practitioners and very widely cited in the academic 
world of European studies where it continues to inspire occasional 
applications and variants (for example: Ginsberg, 1999, pp. 429–454; Toje, 
2008, pp. 121–114). It has also been criticised for applying a nation-state 
model of diplomacy to the sui generis EU and for taking an essentially 
realist approach – although the concept of expectations surely introduces 
elements of constructivism to our understanding of European diplomacy. 
With the emergence of the crisis in the Balkans, not to mention genocide 
in Rwanda, the need for a European world role was increasingly 
discussed, with human rights ever more to the fore. Thus, alternative 
conceptualisations arrived on the scene, notably Ian Manners’ Normative 
Power Europe, which made a virtue of the EU’s lack of hard power, or even 
common decision-making, and stressed instead its powers of example and 
standard-setting, in line with Joseph Nye’s work on soft power at much 
the same time (Manners, 2002, pp. 235–258). But my only further work 
on the CEG was done at the time of the Treaty of Amsterdam in 1998 in 
an article which considered whether indeed the gap had been closing in 
the fi ve years since Maastricht (Hill, 1998, pp. 18–38). At that time, it 
seemed evident that Europe was continuing to focus on the procedural 
improvements which had been the primary achievement of EPC. 
Maastricht had not abolished the distinction between the Community 
method and intergovernmentalism or therefore that between external 
relations and foreign policy. Indeed it had (temporarily) institutionalised 
a structural division between the three pillars of Community business, 



24

Studia Europejskie – Studies in European Affairs, 1/2025

foreign policy coordination, and a form of mixed jurisdiction in the area 
labelled Justice and Home Affairs (JHA). Closing these legal “gaps” was 
to be a priority but also a convenient distraction from the substantive 
problems of capability and effective common actions in the world.

In 1998, I concluded that in the fi ve years since the high point of 
hopes for the new CFSP, expectations had been lowered and thus the CEG 
closed somewhat. This was largely because of the impotence the EU had 
shown in the wars which had broken out in the Balkans even before the 
ink was dry on the Maastricht Treaty. A leading UK newspaper produced 
the headline “Humbled Europe learns its lowly place in the world” (The 
Observer, 23.07.1995). This gave the impression of wild swings with 
points of high expectations being succeeded by moments of realism, even 
fatalism. Indeed, the CEG was intended to provide a yardstick against 
which to measure changes over time. But it was not premised on the view 
that there would be great volatility in opinions about the EU, whether 
internal or external. It predicted problems because “the EU employs 
a discourse which is global, liberal-meliorist and teleological, while 
suffering simultaneously from political and resource-generating systems 
which are largely stuck”, while it is not good at “being honest with itself 
or its citizens” (Hill, 1998, p. 38). At the same time, my view was that 
over the long haul it might well learn greater realism and honesty, while 
gradually developing its capabilities – even if only a saut qualitatif into 
federalism could create a state-like foreign policy system for the EU.

The twenty-seven years since those judgements were made have not 
seen the hopes of integrationists for the CFSP diminish. Indeed, there has 
been a steady push, largely successful, for more procedural innovations, 
as the establishment of the External Action service and the role of the 
High Representative (a would-be foreign minister) indicates. The CSDP 
has become ever more prominent both institutionally and in terms of 
ambition. Yet the voices of sceptics have also grown louder, even within 
the EU. The reservations about diplomatic and military integration 
entered by Britain, Denmark, and the so-called “neutral” Member States 
were increasingly echoed by those whose accession arrived in 2004 or 
thereafter. Although with a touch of hypocrisy – given their enthusiasm 
for joining and their clear awareness of the acquis politique – they were 
understandably reluctant to envisage ceding signifi cant aspects of their new 
found sovereignty and status as distinctive members of the international 
community. Third parties were even more sceptical of Europe’s ability to 
“hang together”, in Benjamin Franklin’s famous phrase. Not all were as 
disrespectful of diplomatic norms as Donald Trump and Vladimir Putin 
have been over the last decade or so, but the big powers noted that how 
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easy it was to exploit fracture lines within the EU. Even smaller countries 
were well aware that it took much time and energy to get the 28 to take 
an agreed line on issues affecting them such as climate, development aid 
or human rights. Academics from the fi eld of International Relations, 
rather than European Studies, tended to be sceptical while even some 
with a Europeanist formation had begun to grow weary of claims which 
were not, and perhaps could not, be lived up to (for a critical outside view, 
see Toje, 2010; for insiders, see Youngs, 2010; Zielonka, 2014).

This was not surprising. Not only had the EU been plunged into 
public discord by the Iraq War of 2003, but enlargement had run into the 
sand and the “normative” power of exporting its values was increasingly 
being seen in the global South as yet another face of neo-colonialism. The 
rise of China and India, together with Russia’s new assertiveness, meant 
that Europe’s sense of exceptionalism no longer seemed an advantage. If 
geopolitics was once again the order of the day, then the EU had few of the 
capabilities to be a major player. Internally moreover, it had struggled with 
the crisis over Greece in the long fall out from the 2008 fi nancial crisis, 
as it also had with a new wave of jihadist terrorism and with growing 
populism fuelled both by that and by the Union’s evident paralysis over 
migration.

Much of this pessimism was exaggerated, especially taking the long 
historical view. The EU remains a remarkably sustained achievement, 
both economically and as a (loosely structured) diplomatic alliance. Unlike 
NATO, it does not have a hegemon to provide discipline. Member States 
(even present-day Hungary and Slovakia) see the advantages of active 
participation, while Brexit produced the opposite of the predicted rush of 
emulations. The EU is often held unreasonably to the highest standards, 
which even major nation-states such as the USA cannot reach, in terms 
of “solutions” or perfect consistency. It clearly adds value to the foreign 
policies of its members as none have fully opted out of the aspiration 
to common positions and joint actions, preferring rather in effect to 
abstain over initiatives they are not keen on and quite rarely to oppose 
the majority explicitly. It is true that the shadow of unanimity prevents 
some ideas from ever taking off, while the device of the passarelle has not 
proved effective as a means of fostering majority voting in foreign policy. 
Still, the EU has made signifi cant contributions to continued stability in 
the Balkans in the 30 years since the Drayton agreement and the 25 years 
since the Kosovo war. It was also a major player in the painfully won and 
cynically dumped (by Trump) nuclear agreement with Iran. If sanctions 
against rogue states are deemed necessary, they are unlikely to get off the 
ground or have any effect if the EU does not subscribe to them. In short, 
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the CEG has narrowed with respect to the CFSP because expectations of 
what it can do have generally been lowered. But that does not mean that 
the EU’s efforts are always in vain, or that it cannot make further progress 
to improve its capabilities.

The Context of War

The one area where a big effort to improve capabilities has been made, 
but with only superfi cial success, is that of the CSDP. The EU may now 
talk “defence” but it still is nowhere near having a military capacity let 
alone the ability to defend itself against Russia without the USA at its 
side (and certainly not the ability to defend itself against the USA itself, if 
Trump’s rhetoric about Greenland is to be taken seriously!). The anxieties 
produced by Russia’s attack on Ukraine in 2022 have led to much talk 
about the CSDP making a great leap forward but there are no signs of 
structural transformations in collective decision-making, either in unifi ed 
command structures or in the mobilisation of major resources.1 Yet if war 
and defence are ultimately about being willing and able to shed blood on 
a large scale, they also have other important dimensions. The rest of this 
article will consider how the EU has dealt with the major wars which it 
has had to affront since the turn of the century, with particular reference 
to the current crisis over Ukraine.

After the jolt to self-confi dence infl icted by the Balkan Wars, European 
leaders began to focus explicitly on the possibility of getting involved 
in armed confl icts. To that end, Tony Blair and Jacques Chirac took an 
initiative at St. Malo in 1998 which led to the rapid development of ideas 
and procedures for a European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP) at 
the European Councils of Cologne in 1999 and Nice in 2003, leading to 
its rebadging as the CSDP in 2009 by the Treaty of Lisbon.2 2003 also saw 
the publication of the European Security Strategy which made it clear 
that the EU now understood the limitations of a soft power approach to 
international relations.

If the tragic events in Bosnia had been a key catalyst for this change 
in attitudes, then the attacks by Al Qaeda on the United States of 11th 
September 2001 were an even greater shock. They led to the announcement 

1  See Zajączkowski, 2024, pp. 7–36. On the CSDP and the CEG, see Unger, 2024. 
2  Blair, while careful to reassure the United States about NATO, was a leading fi gure 
in this. Indeed, the ESDP could not have emerged without an agreement between 
Britain and France, the two leading military powers in Europe. Under Blair, the 
Labour government moved away from its historic doubts about the use of force and 
in fact became involved in fi ve wars – see Kampfner, 2004.
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of a “War on Terror” by President Bush, but even without that grandiose 
and self-defeating term there is no doubt that from then on all Western 
states became aware that international jihadism had declared war on them 
– and was an enemy that fi tted no conventional category. The EU and its 
Member States expressed immediate solidarity with the US and provided 
police and intelligence cooperation, not least because many of the 9/11 
bombers had formed part of a secret “Hamburg cell”. The Europeans also 
backed the US ultimatum to the Taliban and the subsequent invasion of 
Afghanistan. As it came to pass that the war there would not be ending 
with the installation of a new government in Kabul, the EU as such did 
not have a role in the confl ict which dragged on for two decades. The 
International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), run by the US under UN 
auspices, was the framework organisation, with various EU Member States 
(notably, France, Britain, Italy, Germany, and Denmark) contributing to 
its efforts.

The experience of Afghanistan undoubtedly sharpened Europeans’ 
awareness that war was now back on the table, after the irenic optimism 
of the 1990s. At the same time, it did not stop defence spending falling 
behind other priorities in public policy – at least until the Russian invasion 
of Crimea in 2014. Afghanistan was a long way away both geographically 
and psychologically from Europe’s concerns. This was, however, not 
quite true for Iraq, the other major battleground of the fi rst decade of 
the twenty-fi rst century, given that the war created such a furore and 
division between peoples and governments within the EU. It also came to 
an end rather more quickly in that the US and Britain had withdrawn by 
2011, with the UK having suffered some serious military setbacks. Iraq, 
therefore, had high political visibility in Europe while at the same time 
reinforcing views about the undesirability of military interventions far 
from home, whether for counter-terrorism, nation-building or human 
rights. Such views fi tted well with the new development of various CSDP 
missions, which were largely restricted to peace monitoring, training or 
even civilian activity, rather than enforcement (Ginsberg, Penksa, 2012, 
pp. 32–33). What is more, the two confl icts in the Middle East played 
another part in turning European concerns inward. Although the origins 
of jihadi terrorism, which erupted for the fi rst time in Madrid in 2004, 
spreading to London in 2005 and France from 2012 on, together with 
sporadic, so-called “lone wolf ” attacks elsewhere, are complex there 
can be no doubt that the foreign policies of some Member States (viz 
the UK, Italy, Spain, Poland, and the Netherlands) contributed to the 
determination of Al Qaeda (and, latterly, ISIS) to bring the reality of war 
home to Europeans (Hill, 2007, pp. 259–283; Hill, 2013).
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Was the EU able to provide a coherent counter-terrorism capability to 
help civil society? Not really, as it does not have a single “homeland” for 
which to provide a security minister. Indeed the JHA pillar was renamed 
“Freedom, Security and Justice”, indicating a preoccupation more with 
human rights concerns than with coordinated policy or intelligence. The 
failure to cope with increased migratory pressures led to the Schengen 
system of free movement being seriously compromised as Member States 
fell back on border controls. Meanwhile, the security of the EU’s external 
border was neglected until the Syrian crisis of 2015 led to an attempt 
to reinforce FRONTEX. It is true that Europol and the single arrest 
warrant scheme often worked well, while the creation of the Situation 
Centre in 2002 – subsequently strengthened by the inclusion of counter-
intelligence experts in 2005 – provided some strategic analysis of the 
external dimension of the threat. But it is not an MI6 or CIA, lacking an 
operational capacity and having to rely on national capitals for raw data. 
When those fail there are no intellectual or political checks and balances 
to ensure good quality decisions. This was the case over Libya in 2011 
when the unreined optimism of David Cameron and Nicolas Sarkozy led 
to an intervention whose consequences are still being felt in a confl ict-
ridden Libya and its consequent role in facilitating the migration of 
people to Europe.

The War in Ukraine

When the Ukraine war arrived on Europe’s doorstep in February 
2022, the EU was not as inexperienced in coping with the consequences 
of armed confl ict as it was in those days of optimism after the fall of the 
Berlin wall and the signing of the Treaty of Maastricht. Bosnia had been 
an immediate demonstration of the EU’s lack of hard power, a situation 
soon followed by Kosovo. “Europe has neither the will nor the ability to 
guard its own paradise and keep it from being overrun” as Robert Kagan 
observed at the time (Kagan, 2002). 9/11 had then posed a different kind 
of major challenge, albeit one Europeans were not innocent about, given 
their experiences dealing with terrorist acts committed by the IRA, the 
Red Army Faction, the PLO, and Gaddafi ’s Libya in the 1970s and 1980s 
(Freedman et.al., 1986). But Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya had shown once 
again both how little the EU as such could do, despite its efforts to create 
the CSDP, while its diplomacy struggled to be more than reactive given 
the turbulence of world events.

It was, then, something of a surprise, perhaps to Russia as well as to 
Europeans themselves, that the EU managed to hold together as well 
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as it did in the immediate aftermath of the shock attack on Ukraine. 
The Balkan wars had been about intercommunal confl icts arising from 
the breakup of a fragile state; the main concerns in Berlin, London, 
and Paris had been containment and human rights. Ukraine was also 
a fragile and indeed new state whose border areas with Russia had long 
been subject to worrying intercommunal disputes, with Russia involved 
at one remove even before the start of serious violence in 2014. But it 
was also, as a sovereign member of the United Nations, entitled to full 
independence and protection from aggressive war under Article 2 of the 
Charter. This had been reinforced by the Budapest Memorandum of 1994 
whereby Ukraine relinquished nuclear weapons in return for what turned 
out to be a nominal security guarantee issued by Russia, the UK, and the 
US. The Russian occupation and subsequent annexation of the Crimea 
was treated by all Western countries as a fait accompli given the practical 
impossibility of reversing it without a dramatic ascent up the ladder of 
escalation leading to a potential nuclear crisis. Given the unwillingness of 
President Obama to go down that road the Europeans could only respond 
with a limited range of sanctions. Germany continued to buy Russian gas 
and to pursue the Nord Stream 2 pipeline project designed to deepen that 
relationship of interdependence.

The full-scale Russian aggression against Ukraine, which began on 24th 
February 2022, represented a qualitative shift in the EU’s relationship 
with military power. Not only was it a blatant and insouciant breach of 
international law and the principles of a rule-based order to which Brussels 
and the Member States subscribed. It also represented the fi rst outbreak of 
inter-state war in Europe since the collapse of the Third Reich and indeed 
one of very few such confl icts globally since 1945.3 The shock produced 
an immediate and strong reaction designed to show that acquiescence in 
the annexation of Crimea (never accepted by Ukraine and now fi ercely 
contested) had not been a green light for further outrages. Nord Stream 
2 was quickly cancelled, much to the satisfaction of Washington which 
had been hostile to it from the outset. Efforts were mobilised to provide 
€50 billion in support and arms deliveries once it became clear that Kyiv 
had not fallen and that the country had not been overrun. This was 
agreed even by the pro-Russian Orbán government in Budapest, while 
Poland accepted 3.5 million Ukrainian refugees in the fi rst six months 
of the confl ict. European solidarity in this respect was reminiscent 
of that provided to Britain in 1982 after the invasion of the Falkland 

3  In terms of attacks by one state on another for territorial gain, only Korea in 1950, 
Goa in 1961, Egypt-Israel in 1967 and 1973, Timor-Leste in 1975, and the Falkland 
Islands in 1982 clearly meet the criterion.
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Islands. Argentina had been shocked by how the European Community 
members rallied to London at the United Nations. But then, as the war 
evolved, cracks appeared with Ireland and Italy distancing themselves in 
the search for a compromise peace (Stavridis, Hill, 1996). This did not 
happen at once in the case of Ukraine, but now, nearly three years later, 
Hungary and Slovakia explicitly support negotiations, contrary to Kyiv’s 
wishes, and Bulgaria has brought a pro-Russian party into its governing 
coalition. Nonetheless, the fi fteen packages of sanctions against Russia 
have been maintained and indeed steadily extended in scope by the EU 
(including to Belarus, Iran, and North Korea). They apply to individuals, 
organisations, and to most commercial relations, including the import to 
the EU of oil and coal. The import of natural gas was not banned, given 
its key role in heating eastern Europe, but Germany in particular soon 
massively reduced its dependence on Russian supplies.

Cooperation with NATO was essential to Europe’s ability to face up 
to the fact that it was both indirectly involved in a major war and faced 
a potentially serious threat to its stability and even its territorial integrity. 
The Biden administration in Washington was steadfast in its support of 
the Zelensky government in Kyiv even if it was just as cautious as the 
EU states in avoiding direct confl ict with a nuclear power – thus echoing 
the dynamics of the proxy confl icts of the Cold War. Moscow played on 
this nervousness through regular episodes of sabre-rattling, dismissed by 
Western practitioners, but having enough impact on public opinion to 
set limits even to the supply of lethal arms to Ukraine. In the NATO-
EU relationship it was inevitably the former (i.e., the United States) 
which took the lead – although the dialogue was not overly asymmetrical. 
American opinion expected the Europeans to take their share of the 
burden, while Europe was anxious not to give the US any excuse to back 
away from its support. The rows over the Berlin Plus agreement fi fteen 
years before, when Turkey vetoed the EU’s use of NATO facilities, had 
largely been forgotten. For the fi rst time, Russia’s persistent view that 
the two Western organisations were effectively indistinguishable was 
approaching a reality.

The decision by Finland and Sweden to join NATO in principle seemed 
to strengthen that military alliance at the expense of the EU, of which 
they had been Member States since 1995. In the circumstances of war, 
however, the effect has been to strengthen Europe’s hand, as it means that 
the European voice inside NATO is louder and that the commitment to 
supporting Ukraine, which the pro-Russian elements in the alliance were 
chipping away at, has been strengthened. On the other hand Germany, the 
strongest supporter of Ukraine at the start of the war, has been showing 
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signs of back-sliding. Initially, the talk was of a “revolution” in German 
foreign and defence policy, with Chancellor Scholz committing to a 100 
billion euro special fund which could be used for military investment 
and to increasing defence spending to 2% of GDP – a target achieved in 
2024. The country has established a permanent army base in Lithuania 
and remains at the forefront of European fi nancial and military support to 
Ukraine. Yet Berlin has also sent signals about its wish for a compromise 
peace – not surprising given Germany’s signifi cant budget problems, 
deteriorating infrastructure and underfunded armed forces. It has also 
suffered a political crisis which has turned Scholz into a lame-duck 
leader. The domestic support for further commitments to Ukraine is thus 
wavering.

 Germany’s problems should not obscure the fact that it is still Europe’s 
biggest supporter of Ukraine, even surpassing the UK. Other major sources 
of fi nancial and materiél support are Denmark and the Netherlands, both 
of which provide more than France does. It should be noted that Italy 
and Spain, also members of the EU’s “big fi ve”, do not fare better. In 
Rome, Prime Minister Georgia Meloni has been surprisingly fi rm in 
her diplomatic support for Ukraine, but she has had to steer a careful 
path between the Scylla of pacifi sm and the Charybdis of sympathy for 
Russians which can be found on both the right and left of Italian politics 
(Buchholz, 2024). Poland has been providing its aid largely in terms of the 
state’s welcoming of a huge number of refugees, and has continued to do 
so despite the anger of some of its farmers at competition from Ukrainian 
grain exports. The imposition of sanctions is the EU’s main instrument, 
but Commission President Ursula von der Leyen has been personally 
staunch in her commitment to the defence of Ukraine, mobilising such 
fi nancial support as the treaties allow (e.g., for humanitarian aid). She has 
demanded an increase in defence spending on the part of the Member 
States, but can do little to achieve that beyond moral pressure. As with 
Germany, there is no doubt that a certain gap has opened out between 
rhetoric and implementation. It might be asked whether President 
Zelensky still has serious expectations of the EU increasing its capabilities 
and commitments in the interests of his country.

The one instrument apart from sanctions where the EU has particular 
leverage is enlargement, and the Ukraine war has breathed new life into 
that process. Kyiv has been put on the accession path, with Moldova 
(while Georgia, which was rebuffed, has subsequently suffered a pro-
Russian soft coup). Yet this is a long-term and uncertain process, acting 
as no more than a backcloth and potential future scenario when it comes 
to the outcome of the war, whether decided on the battlefi eld or in the 
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negotiating chamber. Indeed, there is blowback from the enlargement 
promises made as a result of the war in that they might well turn out 
to be diffi cult to live up to, costly to implement, and/or a signifi cant 
complication of EU decision-making. Using enlargement as an instrument 
of foreign policy, that is, for geopolitical purposes, might be consonant 
with the Union’s priorities of its own cohesion, prosperity, and security, 
but it might just as easily cut across those primary goals, as enshrined in 
the treaties. It is true, for example, that whether or not Ukraine becomes 
a member after the war ends, the promises made to it entail that the costs 
of reconstructing its tragically damaged infrastructure and civil society 
are bound to fall on the EU, whose taxpayers are already pressing for more 
attention to their own needs. Furthermore, the inevitable “ratchet effect” 
of each round of enlargement means that Moldova will continue to expect 
accession, and perhaps under softer terms given its geopolitical position 
while Georgia will continue to be riven between its Russophile elites and 
a younger generation convinced that pressure will draw the EU into the 
kind of engagement it made with Ukraine (which enraged Putin right 
from the start). In the admittedly unlikely event of political upheaval in 
Moscow and Minsk, it is not impossible to imagine Belarus seeking EU 
membership.

No politician or offi cial in the EU would deny the reality that the 
contingent outcome of the war will be determined by the warring parties, 
closely followed by decisions taken in Washington. The Minsk process 
was Europe’s attempt to deal with the basic confl ict, yet failed. President 
Biden played a careful game of providing Ukraine with the arms, money, 
and political support it needs to hold off Russia, but not so much that 
it could deal Moscow devastating blows. He respected, arguably with 
too much caution, the rules of mutual superpower deterrence. Donald 
Trump’s policy will be not be the same but whatever he does will certainly 
have a profound effect on the actions of all interested parties, including 
the Europeans. Yet if the latter cannot determine the precise outcome of 
the war, their ability to hold together, provide strong verbal support, and 
deliver signifi cant amount of fi nancial and military aid have been crucial 
in prolonging the confl ict into 2025 and have given Putin much food for 
thought. It is also a factor in US thinking, past and present, as the White 
House knows that the Europeans are not bound to fall in with whatever 
position it takes. They are basically bystanders over Gaza, but Ukraine 
is part of the EU’s “near abroad”, making it a matter of vital interest. 
Trump is unpredictable, but is likely to recognise that if the EU is to 
pick up the pieces post-war, he will need to keep them on board in his 
diplomacy with Kyiv. The same applies, mutatis mutandis, to the United 
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Kingdom, where the Starmer administration cannot be assumed to be 
either the poodle of Washington or a follower of Brussels – although the 
war has brought London closer again to its continental neighbours. Thus, 
inter-allied discussions will take place either in NATO, or in an informal 
contact group which must include the US, France, Germany, the UK, and 
probably Poland and Italy.

The Capability-Expectations Gap Reassessed

Over the more than thirty years since the signing of Maastricht Treaty, 
Europe’s policy-makers have developed a greater degree of realism 
towards the idea of a common foreign policy. After the initial burst of 
creative enthusiasm about the CSDP, it has since been accepted as a long 
term endeavour, and one that has its inherent limitations as long as 
NATO exists. External observers have certainly become sceptical and 
do not expect (if they ever did) a European force to ride to the rescue 
in any given international crisis4. Europe’s normative reputation has 
taken a battering as post-colonial countries have discovered the true 
depth of some imperial depravities. The EU’s capabilities have increased 
signifi cantly in the sense that the EU has grown from 12 to 27 Member 
States (despite the signifi cant loss of the UK) and in terms of institutional 
sophistication. Yet by the same token, the complexities of governance and 
political heterogeneity have increased. New issues such as migration and 
hybrid warfare have appeared, for which the EU has not been adequately 
prepared. Taking all this together, it would seem that the CEG is now, if 
not closed up, then certainly much reduced.

The EU has no choice but to aspire to an effective foreign and security 
policy, while the Ukraine war has sharpened that understanding. Its very 
existence makes it a power of sorts, a potential model for other regions, 
and a presence in many issue-areas of international relations. This means 
that those responsible for the EU’s external activity and reputation, 
whether in Brussels or the key Member States, cannot help but to aspire 
to do more and to do better. Even most Eurosceptics within the Union 
do not want to see the EU collapse into impotence. The old metaphor of 
having to keep riding the bike if you don’t want to fall off, applies here. 
In the original article of 1993, I suggested that the key capabilities which 
the EU needed to work on were: the ability to agree; the mobilisation 

4  See Lai, Bacon, Holland, 2022; Holland, 2009, pp. 125–158. The fi ndings of this 
extensive research project show that expectations of the EU dropped sharply after the 
2008 sovereign debt crisis, except, to some extent, in China which continued to take 
seriously the EU’s potential as a soft balancer to the United States.
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of resources; and the development of useable instruments. On that 
basis, there is bound to be continued pressure to extend majority voting 
in foreign and defence policy, even if that might only be achieved in 
conjunction with a form of variable geometry, now mostly understood in 
terms of Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO). The same is true 
with respect to resources. Demands will increase to grow the EU budget, 
particularly the share devoted to foreign and security policy. That will be 
a big uphill task given fi scal restraints and the other pressures for public 
spending. In terms of manpower resources, the prospects of European 
military conscription are remote, given both national and generational 
resistance. Ad hoc commitments by groups of states for particular fi nancial 
and military challenges seem far more likely. Ageing populations are 
a major obstacle to many of Europe’s ambitions, while the obvious solution 
of more immigration faces signifi cant political and social resistance. As 
for the instruments of foreign policy, a European diplomatic system and 
proto-foreign minister have been established, but they only operate in 
parallel to rather than instead of national diplomatic services. Europe’s 
public diplomacy has also to work in parallel with the Member States. 
There is still no serious EU intelligence gathering or analysis system, while 
the limitations of the CSDP are clear, notwithstanding the new sense of 
urgency over the Russian threat. The only major area where instruments 
have been developed is in the increasing use of economic power, exemplifi ed 
through the “carrots” of trade agreements with third states and the “stick” 
of sanctions, although their impact is diffi cult to assess.

Table 1. EU Functions as Listed in the Original CEG Article, 1993

Functions evident in 1993 Potential functions
Stabiliser of Western Europe Replacing the USSR in the balance 

of power 
Key manager of world trade A regional pacifi er
Main voice of rich world in relations with 
the South 

A global intervenor

A second Western voice in international 
diplomacy

Mediator of confl icts 

A bridge between the rich and poor
Joint supervisor of world economy

Source: Hill, 1993, pp. 310–315.

The other part of my 1993 article focused on the functions which the EU 
performed or could possibly fulfi l in the international system (see Table 
1). As for the former, the EU’s existence is still crucial to the stabilising of 
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the European continent and to playing a role in the management of world 
trade (to the extent that any management is possible given the problems 
of the WTO). It also remains a (rather uncertain) second Western voice 
in world diplomacy. However, it can no longer claim to speak for the 
developed world in relations with the global South. As for the future 
possibilities which I outlined, the EU has not “replaced the USSR in the 
global balance of power” – rather, Russia has increasingly sought to do 
that itself. It is still to some extent a “regional pacifi er” in that it has 
done valuable work through enlargement and efforts in the Balkans to 
dampen down some long-standing antagonisms. But it is certainly not 
a “global intervenor”. Its CSDP missions have been modest indeed and 
the appetite for “humanitarian interventions” has diminished in all the 
major Member States capable of such actions. Indeed, France has been 
humiliatingly expelled from central and West Africa. Nor is the notion 
of being a “bridge between rich and poor” feasible, especially given 
China’s popularity in Africa and Latin America. In terms of the other 
possibilities, the idea of being a “joint supervisor of the world economy” 
is too grandiloquent an expression for the undoubtedly important role 
the EU has in trade and fi nance, given the growth of the euro’s role, while 
any aspirations to be a “mediator of confl icts” have been torpedoed by the 
failure of the Minsk process over Ukraine and the seeming irrelevance of 
a two-state solution in Israel/Palestine, a position advocated by Europe 
since the 1980 Venice Declaration.

A systematic study from 2020 concluded that “the CEG, as proposed by 
Hill, does exist. All executives state that they are striving for an effective 
CFSP. However, contrary to what they claim, Europe’s executives have 
not made any serious effort in the last ten years to bridge the gap between 
the high expectations of the CFSP and its capacity for collective decision-
making” (Bendiek, Ålander, Bochtler, 2020).

After thirty years of enforced realism amongst both practitioners and 
commentators, the gap is not as wide as it once seemed. The CEG is also 
secondary to the fact that the EU, despite its historically unique elements 
of supranationalism, is still fundamentally an alliance of sovereign states 
which can achieve little in foreign affairs without, at the very least, a stable 
consensus amongst them. The decision to create a federal European state 
would automatically lead to “single positions” and a huge economy of scale 
on the fi nancial and military resources for diplomacy, but that is not even 
visible on a distant horizon. The enlarged and possibly further enlarging 
EU makes consensus more diffi cult and puts a premium on leadership. 
While the Brussels institutions strive to provide such leadership, they 
hamstrung both by the treaties and by the continued narcissism of the 
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major Member States. The European public – assuming such a concept is 
even valid – is currently more shaped by sovereignist populism than by 
integrationism – although, according to the “cake and eat it” rule, there is 
also the expectation that the EU should provide protection in a world of 
economic competition, mass migration, and renewed violence. So in that 
sense, all of us who live in Europe do suffer to some degree from the CEG 
pathology.

Conclusions

In conclusion, where does Europe stand with regard to the gaps 
which exist between expectations, hopes, ambitions, and rhetoric on 
the one hand, and the ability to mobilise the capabilities needed to be 
an effective international actor on the other? Clearly, there is now less 
variability of opinions between the different observers of the EU, whether 
inside or outside, than there once was. There are no longer any sudden 
disappointments or new romantic hopes for its ability to act together and 
to infl uence events. There is a recognition that progress on institutions 
and procedures has probably gone as far as it can without making the 
famous qualitative leap into supranationalism. Conversely, few expect 
that qualifi ed majority voting can be seriously extended to foreign and 
security policy in the near future. More likely is action through inner 
groups, mostly ad hoc, using the cover of the EU for legitimacy and, at 
times, its economic instruments for pressure – if permitted by the less 
activist members of the 27. In simple terms, the EU cannot claim to be 
a big power in the sense that China, Russia, and the USA are. At the same 
time, it is a permanent and signifi cant player in international politics 
whose strengths as well as limitations are by now more widely understood 
than they were at the dawn of the post-Cold War era.
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