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INTRODUCTION — THE STRATEGIC MOMENT OF TRUTH


The End of an Illusion: Europe at the Crossroads of History
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We are living through a pivotal moment in history, one of those rare periods when the very foundations of the international order tremble under the weight of new geopolitical realities. At the start of 2026, while the scars of successive crises—pandemic, energy, military—are still visible on the body of the global economy, Europe finds itself facing a mirror that reflects an image as fascinating as it is unsettling. It is the world's leading trading power, a regulatory force whose decisions influence markets from California to China, a model of democratic stability in a turbulent Asian continent, and an African neighbor undergoing profound demographic change. Yet, despite this undeniable economic and regulatory power, Europe remains a strategic dwarf, a giant with feet of clay whose ultimate security still depends, seventy-five years after the end of the Second World War, on the goodwill of an extra-continental power: the United States of America.

This book, The Twilight of Tutelage , is not an ideological plea for an abstract European federalism, nor an anti-American pamphlet aimed at severing the transatlantic ties that have guaranteed peace on the continent since 1945. It is a cold, realistic, and urgent analysis of the European Union's existential need to achieve its strategic sovereignty. The term "tutelage" is not chosen at random. It refers to this asymmetrical relationship, consciously accepted or passively endured, where a protector ensures the security of a protected party in exchange for political, economic, and sometimes diplomatic alignment. During the Cold War, this tutelage was the rational price to pay for protection against the Soviet threat. In the multipolar, conflictual, and transactional world of 2026, it has become a dangerous luxury, a structural vulnerability that threatens not only Europe's economic prosperity but the very survival of its societal model.

The illusion that prevailed for the three decades following the fall of the Berlin Wall—that of an “end of history” where trade would guarantee peace, international institutions would regulate conflicts, and American protection would be eternal and free—has been brutally shattered. Shocks have followed one another with unprecedented force: the return of high-intensity warfare in Ukraine, the militarization of energy dependencies, the technological and trade war between the United States and China, the pandemic revealing the fragility of supply chains, and above all, the painful realization that Washington’s interests no longer automatically align with those of Brussels. When the President of the United States, whether Trump or Biden, calls the European Union an “economic competitor” or threatens to withdraw troops from European soil, these are not mere empty words. These are signs of a profound paradigm shift: Europe is no longer America's strategic priority, which is focused on the Indo-Pacific and competition with China.

This book begins with a simple yet staggering observation: in a world where might often trumps law, where economic sanctions have become hybrid weapons of warfare, and where critical technologies (chips, artificial intelligence, energy) are the new battlegrounds of sovereignty, a Europe that does not control its own security is a Europe that does not control its own destiny. Sovereignty is not an abstract legal concept relegated to constitutional law textbooks. It is a tangible, material reality. It is the capacity to produce one's own weapons, secure one's own data, generate one's own energy, finance one's own defense, and make diplomatic decisions without seeking permission from a foreign capital. Without this sovereignty, Europe risks becoming, in the coming decade, an amusement park for wealthy tourists, an open-air museum protected by some, regulated by others, and ultimately ignored by the great architects of 21st-century history.
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The Genesis of an Addiction: Understanding in Order to Break Free
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To understand the urgency of the current situation, it is imperative to go back to the origins of this dependence. As we will detail in the first chapter, American tutelage is not an accident of history, but the result of a rational choice made in the ashes of 1945. At that time, Europe was devastated, divided, and threatened. The Marshall Plan and the creation of NATO provided an essential framework for reconstruction and security. In exchange, European capitals agreed to delegate a portion of their military and diplomatic sovereignty to Washington. This “implicit security contract” worked as long as the Soviet threat was existential and the United States had an interest in maintaining a united Western bloc. However, this contract had a perverse side effect: it atrophied European strategic culture. For decades, European governments could afford to neglect their defense budgets, fragment their arms industries, and outsource their strategic intelligence, knowing that the American umbrella would always be there if needed.

This muscular atrophy became critical when the geopolitical context shifted. The end of the Soviet Union should have been the opportune moment for European emancipation. Instead, NATO's eastward expansion was often prioritized over strengthening the European defense pillar. The Balkan wars of the 1990s demonstrated Europe's inability to manage a crisis on its doorstep without American intervention. Then came the attacks of September 11, 2001, and the Iraq War, which divided Europeans and exposed the limitations of a common foreign policy. But it was truly in the 2010s that the seismic shift occurred. The election of Donald Trump in 2016 shattered a taboo: the American security guarantee was no longer an acquired right, but a commercial transaction. While the tone has shifted with the Biden administration, the strategic substance remains: America first, and Europe must pay its share.

This book offers an in-depth analysis of how this American transactionalism has forced Europe to confront its own weaknesses. We will examine how energy dependence on Russia, revealed by the war in Ukraine, was merely the other side of security dependence on the United States. A Europe that imports its gas and its security is doubly vulnerable. We will see how the semiconductor crisis and the dominance of American tech giants (GAFAM) have added a layer of technological dependence that renders political sovereignty illusory unless it is underpinned by digital sovereignty. How can a country claim to be an independent power when its sensitive data is stored on Californian servers subject to the US Cloud Act? How can it claim strategic autonomy when its most sophisticated weapons contain American components that can be blocked by a veto in Washington?
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The Stakes of Existential Sovereignty
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The stakes of this book go far beyond simple budgetary or industrial issues. It concerns the survival of the European model in an increasingly hostile world. The European model rests on a delicate balance between a market economy, strong social protection, demanding environmental standards, and respect for fundamental rights. This balance is costly. It requires a competitive industrial base, abundant and decarbonized energy, and guaranteed security to attract investment. However, in a world of competing blocs, the United States practices green protectionism (the Inflation Reduction Act) that draws European industries to its shores, while China floods markets with subsidized products and uses its dependence on rare earth elements as leverage. If Europe does not equip itself with the tools of its power—an integrated defense industry, genuine energy independence, and digital sovereignty—it risks being crushed between these two hammers.

Strategic sovereignty is not an isolationist retreat. On the contrary, it is the essential condition for a balanced partnership with the United States. A strong Europe is a credible ally for Washington. A weak Europe is a burden to be discarded when interests diverge. As we will show in the chapter on NATO, the objective is not to destroy the Atlantic Alliance, but to rebalance the European pillar so that the relationship becomes a partnership between equals and not one between protector and protected. Similarly, digital sovereignty does not mean banning American technologies, but the ability to have credible European alternatives for critical sectors (sovereign cloud, defense artificial intelligence, semiconductors). It is the ability to say "no" if necessary, or at least to negotiate from a position of strength.

The stakes are also internal. As we will analyze in the chapter on internal divisions, European sovereignty faces major structural obstacles: the unanimity rule that paralyzes decision-making, the historical divergences between the East and West of the continent, populism that sees Europe as an enemy rather than an asset, and a public opinion still marked by strategic pacifism that struggles to accept the reality of power. Building European sovereignty also means educating European citizens about power. It means explaining that defense is expensive, that energy security requires difficult choices (nuclear, renewables, interconnections), and that freedom has a price that is paid in investment and political cohesion. Without popular support, sovereignty projects will remain empty shells decided by disconnected elites.
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Methodology and Approach: Constructive Realism
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This book adopts a constructive realism. We will not indulge in unrealistic federalist dreams that ignore the continued existence of nation-states, nor in sterile pessimism that predicts the inevitable end of Europe. We begin with the existing balance of power, the current budgetary constraints, and the expressed national interests. The goal is to identify the real room for maneuver, the levers that can be used, and the necessary compromises.

The data used in this book comes from publicly available and verifiable sources: reports from the European Defence Agency, strategic documents from NATO and the European Union (Strategic Compass), data from the International Energy Agency, parliamentary reports, and analyses from recognized think tanks. Where projections are made (particularly in Chapter 9), they are based on identified long-term trends and standard economic models. We have also included interviews with defense experts, diplomats, and industry representatives, some of whom wished to remain anonymous, to understand the inner workings of the decision-making process and the bureaucratic resistance encountered.

It is important to note that this book was written in 2026, against the backdrop of an ongoing crisis. While some data may change rapidly, the structural trends analyzed (technological dependence, American transactionalism, industrial fragmentation) are long-term phenomena that will not be resolved in a few months. Sovereignty is a marathon, not a sprint. This book aims to provide a map for this marathon, identifying the obstacles, the necessary aid stations, and the finish line.
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