Tsoukalis: Trump and Europe's Coming of Age
EU strategic autonomy is expensive. How many European politicians are prepared to propose new taxes or new common borrowing? Loukas Tsoukalis writes in the Special “World Review” Edition of Euro2day.gr and the New York Times.

Europe and the rest of the world are preparing for the new Trump era. Even in what is becoming a multipolar world, the United States is still the most powerful country on the planet. And it will probably remain so for many years to come.
We know that the once and future President of the US does not really believe in international institutions and rules, or in alliances. Like a true businessman, he takes a transactional approach to international relations and believes in the law of the strongest. He views China as the greatest threat to American hegemony, which makes US-China relations one of the few issues on which Republican and Democratic views currently coincide.
He wants to end the war in Ukraine sooner rather than later, possibly starting with a ceasefire that would de facto more or less recognize the line that currently divides the belligerents. And he also wants to force the Europeans to bear the cost of their own external security—which, admittedly, is not such an unreasonable demand. He seems to view the European Union as a hostile organization and has no intention of exempting it from the high tariffs he intends to impose on imports. Nor, of course, does he intend to work with Europeans or anyone else to tackle climate change. "Drill, baby, drill" is his motto, and America’s oil and gas producers are celebrating. In other words, nationalism, protectionism and little interest in global public goods or international organizations.
Two years ago, I wrote (somewhat provocatively) that if Putin didn’t succeed in uniting the Europeans, perhaps Trump would if he returned to power. Because I believed that "Europe’s Coming of Age”—the title of my book, which had just been published, but now a political slogan in the making—could only happen through Europe’s need to become a geopolitical power capable of protecting common interests and values in a rapidly changing and increasingly dangerous world in which the United States could no longer be taken for granted as the ultimate guarantor of the continent's security.
With two wars in its neighbourhood, a revisionist Russia and an increasingly unpredictable US foreign policy; with the Middle East counting its dead in the thousands and a clear and present risk of things going completely out of control in the broader region; and with a strategic confrontation between the United States and China turning into a trade war (with the possibility of something far worse ahead), Europe's strategic autonomy is more urgent than ever.
But will Europe be able to make the leap? Will it prove capable of advancing European defence cooperation—ideally within the Atlantic Alliance, provided the United States continues to support it? Of adopting a common industrial policy, so the bloc doesn’t miss the next technological revolution, like it did with the digital revolution earlier on? Will the Europeans be able to independently define and effectively defend their own interests in an era of growing protectionism? Or play an active role in stabilizing the Western Balkans, but also their own eastern and southern borders in highly unstable areas where foreign powers are busy playing geopolitical poker?
It's far from a foregone conclusion. Because in today's Europe, the gap between what’s desirable and what’s achievable—or, if you prefer, between declared goals and available means—is wide, perhaps the widest it’s been in decades. The usual suspects—meaning Paris and Berlin, which have led Europe into bold initiatives several times in the past— are busy struggling to govern their own countries against a backdrop of internal political fragmentation.
With Trump's return to the White House, the European far right in its various national incarnations will have powerful external support. And this will tend to divide Europeans even more. Let’s not forget, too, that Europe's strategic autonomy is costly. It will mean far more money being needed for defence, investment and the green transition, and in a fiscally austere era at that. How many European politicians are prepared to propose new taxes or new common borrowing? Europe’s Coming of Age has a fine ring to it, but it is proving difficult in practice.
The same goes for Greece. We never miss an opportunity to declare our belief in a strong and united Europe. But we insist on maintaining our veto in foreign policy, we bristle when we feel our national pride slighted by criticism from EU institutions, and we often send rather odd people to represent us in Brussels and Strasbourg. Any consistency between our words and our actions hence falls by the wayside.
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