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T he paradox about the European Union's position in the world is that it is both a giant and
a dwarf . It stands tall as a giant because it has reached one of  the peaks of  human
civ ilisation - the achiev ement of  zero prospect of  war among European states - and also
because of  its enormously  successf ul regional co-operation. The world can and does
learn lessons f rom Europe's success af ter the second world war.

Yet, ev en though it has an economy  comparable with America's, it stands as a political
dwarf  in responding to the rapidly  changing geopolitical env ironment. The combination of
slav ishly  f ollowing the US lead (with the possible exception of  the inv asion of  Iraq), its
reluctance to contemplate badly  needed strategic initiativ es (as in the Middle East) or
prov ide real political leadership to complete the Doha round of  global trade talks and other
such f ailures hav e led to the steady  shrinking of  Europe's f ootprint on the world stage.

Another paradox about the EU is how the citizens liv e in a bubble of  security  while f eeling
each day  a rising lev el of  psy chological insecurity  about their f uture. Millions try  to enter
the EU, legally  and illegally , because they  want to partake of  the good lif e that the EU
has created f or its citizens. If  John Rawls, the philosopher, were aliv e today , he would
probably  classif y  sev eral European societies as the most just societies under the criteria
spelt out in his f amous The Theory  of  Justice. The world sees the EU as a hav en of
peace and prosperity . Yes, as I told Gideon Rachman, the Financial Times columnist, lif e
is sweet in Europe.

But the rising tide of  insecurity  in European hearts and minds also means that Europe
cannot continue to be a giant Switzerland, which Mr Rachman suggested in his column
this week it has become. The Swiss can f eel secure because they  are surrounded by
Europe. The Europeans can only  f eel insecure because they  are surrounded by  an arc of
instability , f rom north Af rica to the Middle East, f rom the Balkans to the Caucasus. To
make matters worse, the age-old Christian obsession with the threat of  Islam has
become f ar more acute, with Islamophobia rising to new heights in European cultures.

Giv en Europe's ability  to dominate the world f or almost 500 y ears, it is remarkable how
poorly  it is responding to new geopolitical challenges. The paucity  of  European strategic
thinking is stunning. Most European geopolitical gurus believ e that the EU can surv iv e
well as a f ree-rider on US power, counting on it to keep the world saf e while Europe tends
to its internal gardens. Mr Rachman is right when he say s that most Europeans want to
keep their heads down. Howev er, he is wrong when he say s that Europe's passiv ity  may
be neither illogical nor immoral.

One simple unpalatable truth that many  Europeans ref use to conf ront is that, in the short
run, f ree-riding on US power can signif icantly  diminish European security . The one-sided
US policy  on the Israel-Palestine issue, coupled with the botched inv asion and occupation
of  Iraq, has angered 1.2bn Muslims. But while America is protected by  the v ast Atlantic
ocean, Europe f eels this Islamic anger directly  because of  its geographical proximity  to
the Middle East and its large domestic Islamic populations. Pure common sense would
suggest that Europe should reconsider the strategic costs of  only  play ing Tonto to the
American Lone Ranger.

Does the EU hav e other strategic options? Of  course it does. Asia prov ided one when it
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of f ered the union an Asia-Europe meeting (Asem), which could hav e created a stable
triangular balance of  power between the US, EU and east Asia. If  all three legs of  Asem
were equally  strong, each power could use the triangle f or geopolitical lev erage. The
missing Asia-Europe link giv es the US obv ious bargaining lev erage.

Initially , the EU reacted enthusiastically  to Asem in the mid-1990s. I know. I was there.
Howev er, when the Asian f inancial crisis came along, the EU abandoned Asia in its hour
of  need, leav ing behind a bitter residue of  distrust, and demonstrated that it was a
f air-weather f riend. Giv en Asia's quick rebound and the abundant ev idence that this will
be Asia's century , this European decision will go down as one of  its stupidest strategic
decisions.

To make matters worse, Europe has f orgotten the lessons of  Machiav elli (a child of  the
Italian Renaissance) and is only  pursuing ostensibly  "moral" policies in Asia. It tries to
impose human rights conditions bef ore agreeing to co-operate with the world's largest
democracy , India, thereby  incurring Indian umbrage. Its relations with the Association of
South East Asian Nations, the crucial diplomatic f orum in Asia, is distorted by  the single
lens of  Burma, ignoring the 450m south-east Asians liv ing outside the country . Most
recently  Angela Merkel, the German chancellor, and Nicolas Sarkozy , the French
president, once again demonstrated Europe's tendency  to shoot itself  strategically  in the
f oot by  signalling that they  may  boy cott the Oly mpics. In short, whenev er the EU gets a
chance, it slaps Asia in the f ace.

The real irony  here is that Asia is doing much more to enhance long-term European
security  than America is. The Asian march to modernity , which began in Japan and is
now sweeping through China and India, is poised to enter the Islamic world in west Asia.
When this march enters the Islamic world, Europe will be surrounded by  modern,
middle-class Muslim states.

Hence, Europe should encourage Muslims to look at China, India and Asean as their new
dev elopment models. The success of  the Beijing Oly mpics could help to ignite new
dreams of  modernisation among disaf f ected Islamic y outh, who will ask why  their
societies cannot prosper like China. In short, if  Mrs Merkel and Mr Sarkozy  could think
strategically  and long-term, they  should enthusiastically  participate in and cheer the
success of  the Oly mpics. When the Islamic world is f inally  modernised, Europe can go
back to being a giant Switzerland again.

The writer is dean of  the Lee Kuan Yew School of  Public Policy  at the National Univ ersity
of  Singapore. His new book, the New Asian Hemisphere, dev elops the themes of  this
article
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