The European Great Powers Today
One. Studying the Great Powers

What is a great power? The renowned German historian Leopold von Ranke
defined great power status militarily as the capacity to defy all other powers
combined, and historically as the ability to represent a distinct principle in
world politics. This class will explore how definitions of great power status
have evolved over the past two hundred years, and what might constitute
great power status today. Mahan saw the key as lying in naval strength,
Mackinder in control of the Eurasian ‘heartland’. Paul Kennedy famously
argued that the fate of the great powers was determined by how well they
dealt with ‘imperial overstretch’. Today, we include metrics like ‘soft power’
and other factors.
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Two. The rise of the Great Powers

This class will explore the development of the global state system from the
much-misunderstood Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, through the completion of
the ‘pentarchy’ to the end of the Cold War. We will trace the predominance of
the various European great powers such as Spain, France, Prussia, Germany,
Russia and the British Empire, until their eclipse by the ‘superpowers’ in the
twentieth century. We will ask what the common themes and patterns are,
whether the contest was just about power or also a clash of ‘principles’, be
they religious, political or racial. Finally, we will address the role of domestic
factors and ask whether these drove great power politics or whether internal
structure was in fact shaped by the demands of the international system.
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Three. The United Kingdom

England was one Europe’s major players since the Middle Ages, but it was only
as the United Kingdom that Britain grew to world power status. Her greatest
influence was in the Nineteenth century, when many referred to a Pax
Britannica, which was seen not merely in military but also economic and
normative terms. The British Empire achieved its greatest territorial extent just
after the First World War. Thereafter it declined rapidly, but Britain remained a
substantial actor. We will ask to what extent this remains the case and how



notions Global Britain, and recent developments such as Brexit bear on the
guestion as the future of the United Kingdom itself is sometimes called into
guestion.
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Four. Russia

Russia’s identity has long been tied up with the notion of dershavnost, or
‘great-powerness’. It has also seen itself as the protagonist of a wider principle
or mission from the ‘Third Rome’ to the defender of ‘sovereign democracy’
today. From its modest origins as Muscovy, Russia reached its greatest
territorial extent as the Soviet Union after 1945. Then it collapsed and became
as one wag put it ‘Upper Volta with rockets’. In recent years, President Putin
has sought to renew Russian power in the world. We ask how this project is
faring and whether Russia’s enduring military might can compensate for her
economic, political and demographic weaknesses.
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Five. France

France has historically been one of the European great powers, but it was
largely eliminated as an independent actor by Hitler. After the liberation in
1944, she revived her great power aspirations, which were epitomized most
obviously by the establishment of her nuclear force de frappe and her attempt
to chart an independent path in Europe and the world. Though still one of the
world’s largest economies, France is afflicted by anxiety over status. This class
will explore whether she is indeed still a great power, whether she has gained
leverage through Brexit and whether even has a meaningful separate existence
outside of the EU framework.
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Six. Germany

Germany’s great power history is famously one of great ambition and equally
epic failure. After the Second World War, Germany was subject to considerable
international restraints, and embraced these (especially in the EU framework)
positively. In past decades Germany has abjured great powers ambitions,
accepted nuclear prohibitions, and sought to position herself as a ‘civilian
power’. More recently, she has gained in ‘soft power’ and also in economic
heft through the growth of her economy and the structure of the Euro. Over
the past few months, however, Germany has been in crisis following the
collapse of her Russia policy and the onset of her energy crisis. This class will
explore these themes and investigate whether Germany has the capacity and
the desire act as a European great power.
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Seven. The European Union

Historically, Europe has been the playground of the great powers, not a great
power herself. In the mid-twentieth century, though, a group of visionaries re-
conceived and began to remake the continent as a player in her own right.
Despite the early failures — for example that of the European Defence
Community —the EU has become an actor in the great power world. This class
will ask how seriously we should take the Common Defence and Security Policy
and other initiatives? Is ‘Europe’ condemned to be an economic giant but a
military dwarf? Or is she already a great power? How dependent is she on UK
and especially US military support? How much damage has Brexit done to the
EU’s strategic aspirations?
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