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EC Elites' Perceptions of Decline and Strategies to Counter it

Introduction

For Western Europe the 1970s were a period of remarkable crisis and change: economic crisis, social crisis, internal  

political crises. All these crises brought about remarkable changes. Crisis and change did not affect only Western 

European internal developments, but also the place enjoyed by Europe in international affairs. What Western Europe  

faced during the 1970s, was a perspective of decline in global standing. The risk of such a decline was clearly  

perceived.  

In some respects Western Europe did effectively undergo a process of decline in global standing during the 1970s.  

In other respects initiatives taken ensured even a partial strengthening of Europe's global standing. Rather than 

discussing  the  outcome of  the  process  and  investigating  whether  Western  Europe  did  really  lose  influence  in 

international affairs, I want to focus here 1) on the assessments of the risk of decline made by the Western European 

political elites, and 2) on the strategies that they identified to face the risk of decline in global standing.

   

There were three main challenges to Western Europe's global standing in the 1970s, three main elements of risk: 

– the  marginalisation  of  Western  Europe  in  the  global  system,  because  of  the  establishment  of  a 

condominium between the two superpowers (US and USSR); 

– the decrease of century-old European influence over large portions of the so-called Third World, because of  

the increase of Soviet influence on it; 

– the decrease of century-old European preeminence in international affairs, because of the rise of the Third 

World in general and of some specific groups of countries in particular. 

In my presentation I will consider these three challenges in sequence. 

In order to counter the risk of Western European decline, initiatives were taken by individual national states. Their 

initiatives were complemented by common initiatives taken at the level of the European Communities, and it is on  

the  strategies  underlying  such  common  initiatives  that  I  focus  here.  EC's  strategies  to  counter  decline  are  

particularly interesting because they were designed together by the countries concerned, and they addressed the risk 

of decline of Western Europe as a whole, and not only of individual European countries. 



The marginalisation of Western Europe in the global system

The beginning of  détente between the US and USSR offered great  opportunities  to  Europe. The relaxation  of 

tensions between the superpowers brought about more international stability and reduced the concern for security. 

As a consequence, the EC and its member states could enjoy some more room of manoeuvre in international affairs.  

At the same time however,  détente could reduce the room of manoeuvre and influence for  Western Europe in 

international affairs. Détente could lead to the establishment of a superpowers' condominium in international affairs.  

In such a case, Western Europe would lose weight and voice. As the President of the Federal Republic of Germany 

Walter Scheel warned, Western Europe could “lose its active role and become an object of history”. In particular, 

Western European fears of a superpowers'  condominium increased after the US and the USSR signed bilateral  

agreements on strategic arms limitations in 1972 and on the prevention of nuclear war in 1973. 

In order to counter the risk of Western Europe's marginalisation to the advantage of the two superpowers, the EC 

political elites follow two fundamental strategies: 

– on one side, the EC questions the role of the US as sole representative of the West. 

Questioning the US monopoly means first, for the EC to claim its distinctiveness: even if the EC is part of 

the West, its interests and views are distinct from the American ones and cannot be absorbed into them. In  

several international arenas and occasions, the EC pays attention to signal the specificity of its positions. 

Questioning the US monopoly means second, for the EC to claim its global character as an international 

actor. In 1973 Henry Kissinger launched the “Year of Europe” initiative, in order to reappraise transatlantic 

relations. One of the reasons why the EC offered a very cold reception to the initiative was the contrast  

made by Kissinger between the global responsibilities of the US and the regional responsibilities of the EC. 

The EC wants to, and claims to be a global power and not just a regional one. In the early 1970s it calls for  

a shift in its relations with the US, from subalternity to partnership. 

– So on one side, Europe questions the role of the US as sole representative of the West. On the other side, 

Europe  questions  the  bilateral  model  of  management  of  international  affairs.  The  management  of 

international affairs should not be let up to bilateral dealings between the US and the USSR, but it should 

be dealt with multilaterally. The EC can maximise its chances to express its voice in international affairs  

only if arenas are multilateral and offer room to non-superpower actors. In multilateral settings, the EC can  

also take advantage of its soft power assets and of its expertise in international cooperation. 



Because  of  its  preference  for  multilateralism,  the  EC  is  very  active  in  supporting  international 

organizations and in committing to their decisions. Even if Western positions are sometimes voted against, 

the EC confirms its support to the United Nations and to its bodies. The EC is also active in supporting  

new multilateral arenas, such as the Conference for Security and Cooperation in Europe established in 

1973 and the Conference for International Economic Cooperation established in 1975. 

The decrease of Western Europe's hold on the Third World

The  second  challenge  to  Western  Europe's  global  standing  in  the  1970s  was  the  rise  of  Soviet  influence  in 

international affairs. In particular, Soviet influence was rising and challenging Western influence in Africa. The 

challenge became evident around 1975, with the beginning of the struggle for ensuring control  over the newly 

independent  Portuguese  colonies.  Soviets  (and  Cubans)  established  considerable  influence  over  Angola  and 

Mozambique, while at the same time they were gaining increasing weight in the Horn of Africa region. 

The rise of Soviet influence in Africa was a challenge to Western influence in international affairs. However, there 

was  something  specifically  European  about  it.  It  was  the  Western  European  influence  that  was  particularly 

challenged in Africa: it was mostly up to Western Europe to ensure enduring Western influence on Africa. Indeed, 

the insurance of Western influence on Africa was one of the main instances of the global responsibilities that the EC 

claimed to have.  

In order to counter the decline of Western European influence in Africa, the EC follows three main strategies. 

– Strategy #1: The EC works to  reduce risks of  political  and economic instability  in Africa.  To reduce 

instability means to offer less chances to the Soviets to establish their influence. 

The EC works to reduce instability by increasing its efforts at cooperation with African countries. That 

means improving and enlarging the existing system of cooperation with Sub-Saharan African countries, 

and paying special attention to the Portuguese decolonisation. Member states' military initiatives in favour 

of stability sometimes complement EC's cooperative, civilian efforts.

– Strategy #2: the EC activates all the means available to it in order to strengthen its links and presence in  

Africa.

Since the EC as such cannot count on other means, it has to fully deploy its soft power means. The EC 

cultivates bilateral and multilateral dialogue with African political elites, strengthens commercial links with 



African countries, and addresses cultural diplomacy initiatives to them.

– Strategy #3: the EC promotes its  own appeal in Africa in order to counter the appeal enjoyed by the 

Soviets.

The EC adopts a cooperative approach, presenting itself as friend and partner of the African countries. It  

stresses much its distinctive features making it a “civilian power”, the generous character of its foreign  

policy, its opposition to human rights violations committed by white regimes in Austral Africa. The EC 

wants to show to the Africans that it can be a good and trustworthy partner. Contrary to the superpowers  

and to Europe's own past, the EC claims not to pursue hegemonic goals. 

The decrease of Western Europe's global preeminence 

The third and main challenge to Western Europe's global standing in the 1970s was the rise of the Third World. The 

Third World challenged Western Europe economically, as it happened with the impact of the 1973 oil crisis. But the  

Third World challenged Europe and the West also politically. The political cohesion expressed by the so-called G77  

countries, the successes that they managed to achieve at the UN: they showed that the Third World had become an  

international actor to be reckoned with. In particular, it had become necessary to reckon with commodity producing 

countries. 

Despite their differences, Western Europe, the US and the USSR shared some cultural points of reference. The  

founding fathers of the US had come from Europe, and from Europe had come the founding father of Communism. 

In the broad sense,  one could argue that  the superpowers'  global dominance was somehow the continuation of 

century-old European global dominance. With the rise of the Third World, global dominance was not anymore a  

matter of the portion of the Earth going from Washington till Moscow passing through Europe. 

The rise of the Third World was a political and economic challenge for all the major international actors, but it was  

to be a problem for Western Europe in particular. In contrast to the two superpowers, Western Europe did not have  

the geopolitical resources to effectively counter the Third World's challenge. Especially in terms of energy sources  

and primary commodities, Western Europe was structurally dependent on imports from the Third World. 

In  order  to  deal  with  the  Third  World's  political  and  economic  challenge,  the  EC pursues  three  fundamental 

strategies: 



– In the first place, European economies have to regain strength and competitiveness. 

Attachment continues to be expressed to the pursuit  of  economic and monetary integration. Structural 

adaptations are envisaged in order to focus on competitive economic sectors. Most of all, a strategy is  

conceived in order to relaunch the EC's growth by taking advantage of the very growth of the Third World  

itself, profiting of the rise of its demand and purchasing power. 

– In the second place, the challenge from the Third World has to be domesticated. Europe may have to yield 

some power,  but  the  Third  World's  challenge  should  not  lead  to  a  complete  overturn  of  the  existing 

international order. 

The EC resorts to the application to the global level of a strategy that has been successful in dealing with  

the working class's challenge at the national level in the 19 th and early 20th century. Such a challenge was 

domesticated thanks to the rise of the living standards and of the political power of the working class. In  

the 1970s, the EC tries to favour the occurrence of the same process at the global level: some economic  

and political concessions have to be made to the Third World countries, in order to prevent ( scongiurare) 

the potentially disruptive effects of their challenge.

– In the last place, the EC promotes initiatives and instruments aimed at managing the new international  

balance and at  smoothing tensions.  To adopt a sharp confrontational  attitude towards the Third World 

would only make things harder for Western Europe, due to its geopolitical weaknesses. 

What the EC adopts is rather a cooperative stance, aimed at positively engaging with the Third World and 

at  managing global  interdependence.  Initiatives with such an aim are  taken at  the bilateral  and at  the  

multilateral level, at the informal and at the formal level. For instance, in 1974 the EC launches an Euro-

Arab dialogue in order to cooperate with some of its main oil producing partners. As the Belgian Prime  

Minister Pierre Harmel says, the role that the EC tries to play in international affairs is «a moderating, 

intermediate, original and incomparable role». 

Conclusions

What we can observe in the 1970s is a quickly growing awareness of the risk of decline of Western Europe's global  

standing. Europe could lose weight and influence in international affairs. Its loss of influence would have benefited  

in different ways all the other major international actors: the two superpowers, the Soviet bloc, and the Third World.  

The weakening of Western Europe's global standing was all the more shocking for Western Europeans as it followed 



not only the postwar “golden years”, but especially century-old European dominance in international affairs. 

Sources of decline were varied and different in kind. Strategies devised by the EC's political elites to counter them  

were different  as well.  However,  we can identify a  recurrent element characterizing them all.  All  strategies to  

counter the risk of Western Europe's decline rested on the idea that the European Community as such should play a  

particular role. Individual member states could not achieve much by going alone. It was only the EC as such that 

could credibly resist to the establishment of a superpowers' condominium. It was only the EC as such that could  

take advantage of its original and fresh international image. It was only the EC as such that could effectively and 

credibly  engage  for  the  development  of  the  Third  World.  It  was  only  the  EC  as  such  that  could  regain 

competitiveness, reduce imbalances and deal with global interdependence. 

Only the EC as  such could counter the  risk of  decline  of  Western Europe's  global  standing.  To be sure,  EC's  

initiatives were not sufficient in themselves, contributions from member states continued to be necessary. However, 

it was very clear to the EC's leaders that national initiatives were not sufficient anymore, and that a lack of cohesive  

and effective initiatives at the EC level would only make the risk of decline more acute. 

While there was a clear perception of the necessary role that the EC as such should play in countering decline, it  

was equally clear that the very challenges and risk of decline made it harder for the EC to stay cohesive and to act  

effectively. Establishing a sort of vicious circle, sources of decline did not only challenge the global standing of  

Western Europe, they also challenged Western Europe's ability to counter decline. Despite the need and calls for  

more economic integration, for a common energy policy, for stronger political cooperation, in the late 1970s the EC 

did rather end up in the so-called “eurosclerosis” crisis. 

The European Union today is experiencing similar challenges to those of the 1970s. Most of all, it is experiencing 

the same vicious circle, whereas the crisis makes it harder to act to effectively address and counter it. 

May the study of history and the work of the European Review of History continue to help us to better understand 

today's and tomorrow's world. 


