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Abstract: Our paper aims at linking research on transatlantic relations with research on world 
order. To do so, we unpack transatlantic relations on three different layers. First, we consider 
subnational and societal actors such as Chambers of Commerce, civil society groups, and 
academic institutions. Second, we look into intra-governmental dynamics and consider different 
official representatives and bodies of transatlantic relations. Third, we reconstruct how 
transatlantic relations play out at the inter-governmental level within international organizations. 
To bring these layers together, we draw on pragmatist assumptions to reconstruct beliefs that 
guide practitioners of transatlantic relations as rules for action and the contributions that follow 
from this for world order. We thus unpack the notion of what transatlantic relations means, who 
constitutes them, and what follows from them. Against this background, we can assess continuity 
and change in transatlantic relations as they unfold over time. We thus not only make an 
empirical contribution to the study of transatlantic relations by broadening the spectrum of 
examined layers at which these relations take place but we also expand the field by considering 
questions of the (state of) world order and the contributions that follow from transatlantic 
interaction to assess the alleged crisis of transatlantic relations.  
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Introduction 

Different from traditional ISA papers, the purpose of this conference paper is to sketch out an 
idea for a research proposal on transatlantic relations. In a most basic sense, transatlantic relations 
can be taken as the internal dimension of what is often referred to as the ‘West’ and the order it 
represents (Anderson, Ikenberry, and Risse 2008). In our understanding, it is both a political 
practice involving many different actors on different levels as well as a consequence of said 
practice. In other words, transatlantic relations are enacted and manifest at the same time. 
Approaching it in this fashion, we do not hold a priori assumptions about who belongs to this 
West, how firm or loose the connection is between those who constitute this West, or how one 
normatively holds it with this West. As it stands, this sets our proposal apart from other studies 
of transatlantic relations that (a) seem to be wedded to relations between states as foreign policy, 
(b) understand these to be mostly driven by high-rank state representatives (i.e. heads of state 
and government), and (c) used the immediate present to make normative judgments about the 
future of said relations. Contrary to these commitments, which we will reconstruct in more detail 
below, we propose to unpack and disaggregate transatlantic relations in terms of who reproduces 
them and what beliefs as rules for action these actors hold. We consider these beliefs to be 
important not so much to provide yet another diagnosis of transatlantic relations but rather 
because they provide insights into what these relations produce in terms of world order. In other 
words, while studying the internal dimension of the ‘West’, we are aware of the fact that this 
entity is situated in relation to others and faces immediate challenges.  

More specifically, past decades have produced a global power shift away from transatlantic 
relations as the product of Western, state-driven foreign policy in two respects. As to the first, 
whether or not one believes the assertion of the dissolution of the Soviet Union provided a 
unipolar moment for the United States in the early 1990s (Mearsheimer 2019, Ikenberry 2014), 
undoubtedly the most significant constituent and a sine qua non of any transatlantic relations, new 
powers have emerged in the meantime and affect these relations significantly. On a global level, 
in view of the massive increase in military spending, the People’s Republic of China is the first to 
be mentioned, but on a regional level, Russia, India, Brazil, Turkey, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and, 
certainly in a different fashion but nevertheless relevant, the European Union, another important 
constituent part of the so-called West, have all expressed different perspectives on and visions of 
world order recently (Acharya 2017). Collectively, global power shifts in favor of non-Western 
states can certainly be considered a consensus within International Relations (IR). The same holds 
for the assumption that this is accompanied by a – relative – loss of importance of the West, 
specifically in light of President Trump’s disregard for multilateralism and the values of the 
liberal order as such. Second, power on the international scene understood as the capacity to have 
an impact on people’s lives whether they want it or not, is also shifted to and increasingly exerted 
by so-called non-state actors and within intergovernmental organizations (Avant, Finnemore, 
and Sell 2010). This includes advocacy groups claiming moral high grounds in global governance 
as well as multinational corporations, particularly to but not exclusively from the technology 
sector (Alphabet/Google, Amazon, Apple, Facebook, and Microsoft to name but a few).  
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Against this backdrop of a double power shift away from the West and away from states, we do 
not believe that the declining relative relevance of transatlantic relations as the internal 
relationship of the West diminishes its relevance as an object of IR research. Rather, assuming 
discursive importance as a reference object and as political practice, we assume actors in and of 
transatlantic relations respond to these challenges and thereby either reproduce or develop new 
aspects of said relations. For one thing, we do not assume a zero-sum approach to power. Under 
the condition of an understanding of power as the enforcement of rules, for instance, the relative 
loss of power of a political entity can go hand-in-hand with the entity striving to enforce a greater 
number of rules in absolute terms than before. What these rules-as-visions are about, then, 
remains important – regardless of the fact that others also (increasingly) have power and enforce 
(an even more growing number of) rules. Moreover, it can be observed that in case of positional 
differences between the governments of the U.S. on the one hand and (some) European states on 
the other hand, major crises and the end of transatlantic relations are always proclaimed very 
quickly (and alarmistically) – by politicians, journalists, but also by IR scholars. Crisis and 
catharsis, at least, seem to be recurrent narratives of transatlantic relations, often originating 
unreflectively within a hybrid discourse of practitioners and think tanks, often derived from the 
notion that a new U.S. president approaches transatlantic relations in a different light.1 The 
inherent presentism of think tank thinking and political practice aside, transatlantic relations are 
thus still a much-noticed object of public debate and consideration as they remain an issue quite 
affectively occupied and connected to normative assumptions, in the West as well as beyond. To 
examine transatlantic relations thus also seems promising from this point of view.  

Theoretically and methodologically, we draw on pragmatist assumptions to reconstruct the 
dominant beliefs as rules for action expressed by practitioners of transatlantic relations and what 
follows from these for world order (Hellmann 2018, 2009). We specifically intend to unpack and 
disaggregate three layers of transatlantic relations. First, we want to consider subnational and 
societal actors such as Chambers of Commerce, civil society groups, and academic institutions. 
Second, we want to look into intra-governmental dynamics and consider different official 
representatives and bodies engaged in transatlantic relations. Third, we want to reconstruct how 
transatlantic relations play out at the inter-governmental level within international organizations. 
Beliefs as rules for action, as will be discussed below, allow us to bring these layers – society, 
government, international relations – together and look at both change and continuity on 
different levels and evoked by different actors. As such, we contextualize transatlantic relations 
in a context of global governance, involving significantly more and different stakeholders than 
just the state (Keukeleire and Schunz 2015). In the next section, we outline how transatlantic 
relations have been discussed within IR. We then outline our theoretical and methodological 
considerations on the basis of which we would like to study transatlantic relations in the years to 
come. The third section condenses this towards our research design, which we open up for debate 
after summarizing our main ideas in a short conclusion.  

 
1 Not being able to pursue this idea in full detail,  a cursory historical read of transatlantic relations 

diagnoses and their assumed reinvigoration after the transition from George W. Bush to Obama 
seems to be echoing the same hopes connected to the recent transition from Donald Trump to Joe 
Biden, see also footnote 4.  
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IR Paradigm Research on Transatlantic Relations and its Limitations  

Dealing with the question of how transatlantic relations have been discussed in IR, this section 
has two purposes. The first is to present main claims in the academic debate on transatlantic 
relations advanced within established IR paradigms; the second is to go beyond said paradigms 
and highlight desiderata in this debate. The focus of the literature is on what unites the 
transatlantic partners and what divides them. This is usually framed by questions such as 
whether transatlantic relations are in crisis, how devastating this crisis is, whether relations still 
have a future or whether the alliance of the U.S. and Europe is now finally breaking apart and 
both will go their separate ways in the future. In other words, research on transatlantic relations 
is often narrated in the form of diagnosis and concern (Walt 2018, Riddervold and Newsome 2018, 
Anderson, Ikenberry, and Risse 2008). Involved in the debate are primarily scholars who self-
identify or can be identified along the lines of traditional IR paradigms (i.e. realists, neoliberal 
institutionalists, and liberal constructivists). Scholars who are skeptical of a too narrow 
demarcation between IR paradigms form a minority beyond mainstream debates.2  

Not surprisingly, realist scholars are particularly interested in questions of power and geopolitics 
as well as the military dimension of transatlantic relations. The assessment by Kagan (2002), 
expressed in the context of transatlantic differences over the Iraq war, that Americans were from 
Mars, (the) Europeans from Venus, by contrast, still resonates. This distinction between bellicists 
and pacifists is also reflected in the political dispute over the fulfillment of the NATO decision, 
made in Prague in 2002 and confirmed in Newport, Wales in 2014, that member states should 
spend 2% of their gross domestic products on defense. Accordingly, realists mostly assume that 
transatlantic relations will deteriorate or that the U.S. and Europe will go their separate ways in 
world politics if Europeans do not close their military capabilities gap and do not undertake 
further armament efforts. In other words, there is nothing genuinely compelling in transatlantic 
relations as such (Mearsheimer 2019). For two-and-a-half-decades, neorealist pessimism on 
transatlantic relations was most visible in its proponents’ take on the future of NATO. Neorealists 
conceive NATO’s stability during bloc confrontation as a product of the bipolar structure of the 
international system that resulted in common security interests among alliance members. They 
consequently understood NATO, like any other military alliance, to be organized against 
(perceived) threats. Thus, after the demise of the Soviet Union neorealists expected the 
international system to switch from bipolarity to multipolarity and considered a collapse of 
NATO to be a question of time only (Waltz 1991, 224, Snyder 1990, 121). “NATO’s days are not 
numbered, but its years are”, Waltz put it, suggesting that the alliance only made sense for a 
period of transition anymore (Waltz 1993, 76). One year after three former rivals (the Czech 
Republic, Hungary, and Poland) had become members, Waltz (2000, 19) insinuated that he 
considered this transition period over: NATO had outlived its purpose and was no longer a 
military alliance. Moreover, he argued that “NATO is no longer even a treaty of guarantee 

 
2  Located outside and ignored by the mainstream of IR, postcolonialists and other critical theorists,  

for instance, hardly figure in academic discussions about transatlantic relations. However,  
because of their sharp criticism of the conditions and implications of Western domination, they 
are an important voice, as absentees present, so to speak, and should be heard (Behnke 2013, 
Bilgin 2017). 
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because one cannot answer the question, guarantee against whom?” The neorealist stance toward 
NATO’s persistence after bloc confrontation can thus be summarized as follows: no (perceived) 
threat, no (effective) military alliance. From a realistic perspective, the key to close transatlantic 
relations thus lies in common adversaries (if not: enemies) against whom armaments and 
significant military cooperation are to be established. In the meantime, realists point more and 
more clearly to the People’s Republic of China and the Russian Federation to take this role, 
describing their (re)emergence as those “new geopolitical realities” (Fröhlich 2012) that could 
challenge the West and lead to new or closer transatlantic cooperation again. Since Russia’s 
annexation of the Crimea and its support for separatists in eastern Ukraine in 2014, geopolitical 
thinking – the spatialization of the earth’s surface into zones of influence over which major 
regional powers and world powers such as the U.S. (and future China) compete – saw a strong 
increase in realists’ view of global politics (Mead 2014). In a world returning to traditional great 
power politics and geopolitical figures of thought, transatlantic relations need to be considered 
in terms of how they connect to national interest. European governments, for example, are held 
to have the options to either bandwagon with or (softly, at least) balance against the U.S. (Rudolf 
2018, for a critique of these alternatives, see Pohl 2013). In other words, realists’ interest in 
transatlantic relations is only secondary, at best. Their primary focus is on the global power 
structure, the polarity of the international system, and what states (or state leaders) have to do to 
best adapt to it.  

Liberal perspectives on transatlantic relations comprise two camps, neoliberal institutionalists 
and liberal constructivists. Several of their views tend to overlap, at least regarding their 
ontological assumptions. Contrary to realists, they both assume that flourishing transatlantic 
relations do not require common opponents. Commonalities may form in the context of dealing 
with (threats by) an opponent but can persist without it. Neoliberal institutionalists, to begin with, 
think of transatlantic relations as constituting a political order, “the Atlantic political order” 
(Ikenberry 2008, 6), which is held to predate the end of World War II and to have taken on “its 
current shape … only after 1945“ (Ikenberry 2008, 6). Neoliberal institutionalists believe “security, 
economic, political, and ideational dimensions” as well as “institutions and norms” (Ikenberry 
2008, 6) to be among the features of that order. Moreover, they consider the transatlantic order 
founding on both a realist and a liberal “bargain” (Ikenberry 2008, 9-10). According to the realist 
bargain, the U.S. offers security protection and access to its market in exchange for reliability of 
its partners in East Asia and Europe. According to the liberal bargain, East Asian and European 
states accept U.S. leadership, while “the United States opens itself up and binds itself to its 
partners” (Ikenberry 2008, 10). Neoliberal institutionalists tend to believe that the liberal character 
of the transatlantic order has successfully been globalized after the demise of the Soviet Union in 
1991 (Ikenberry 2010, Nye 2017). It remains an open question in this context whether transatlantic 
relations are at the core of this liberal international order or how the transatlantic order is to be 
separated from the liberal international order. What is clear, however, is that neoliberal 
institutionalists put particular emphasis on the contribution of the West, mostly the U.S., to the 
liberal international order. In fact, these contributions in and through transatlantic relations are 
stable and strong enough to respond to contenders and their assumingly renewed focus on 
geopolitics (Ikenberry 2014). Neoliberal institutionalists think of free trade and NATO as 
cornerstones of transatlantic relations and were the first to raise their voice against neorealists’ 
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pessimism regarding the future of NATO after bloc confrontation. Consequently, discussions 
about NATO’s persistence became a central part of the so-called neo-neo-debate between 
neorealists and neoliberal institutionalists that had already started in the 1980s. Neoliberal 
institutionalists argue that international institutions persist and contribute to the solution of 
problems of collective action as long as their members share common interests. They also argue 
that members of international institutions such as NATO share common interests even if the 
reasons that had led to the creation of these institutions have become obsolete. Instead of being 
considered mere instruments of state power, international institutions are also held to exert 
independent influence on states (Keohane and Hoffman 1993, 382-5). As to the perseverance of 
the Atlantic alliance, neoliberal institutionalists point to its successful adaptation to the challenges 
of the post-Soviet security environment and its transformation into a security management 
institution (Wallander 2000). In this regard, NATO not only proved to be effective but turned out 
to be the most successful and most institutionalized alliance in history (Keohane and Nye 1993). 
After the dissolution of both the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact, NATO changed its functions, 
forms and roles. Deterrence and collective defense have been replaced by cooperation with 
former adversaries and a selective management of international crises (Haftendorn 1997, Duffield 
1994/95, McCalla 1996, Mayer 2014, Tardy 2021).  

Liberal constructivists (Risse-Kappen 1995, Risse 2008, Koschut 2012, Simoni 2013) share many of 
neoliberal institutionalists’ views on transatlantic relations, at least at the level of ontology. Some 
of them claim epistemological concerns to set them apart from both realists and neoliberal 
institutionalists. The impossibility “to separate ‘causes’ and ‘effects’” (Simoni 2013, 6), for 
instance, is mentioned as a feature of a post-positivist constructivist epistemology in contrast to 
the positivist epistemology both realists and neoliberal institutionalists would buy into. In terms 
of ontology, however, liberal constructivists focus on commonalities between the transatlantic 
partners and, following Deutsch (1957), take their tight relations (and not only NATO in the strict 
sense, see below) as a pluralistic security community. Members of such a community are said to 
share a collective identity. Where neoliberal institutionalists start with common interests, liberal 
constructivists put particular emphasis on a collective transatlantic identity held to bring 
common interests about in the first place. Contrary to neoliberal institutionalists who, without 
clearly distinguishing between them, deal with both the transatlantic and the liberal international 
order, liberal constructivists are less interested in aspects of international order3 and exclusively 
focus on the transatlantic order, built upon shared values and a shared identity. Brought about 
in interaction, identity serves as the key variable in constructivist research on transatlantic 
relations. Politicians are held to decide upon the interests they pursue to realize based on their 
identity. At the same time, liberal constructivists do not fall into the trap of assuming permanent 
harmony in transatlantic relations. As “changing identities indeed modify the normative and 
social contexts”, in which action takes place, “this can produce tensions” (Simoni 2013, 134). In 
other words, constructivist scholars of transatlantic relations reclaim space for dynamics and 
change. Based on how these are enacted and realized in practice, their future, despite and maybe 

 
3  In this regard, Wendt (1999) and his differentiation between Hobbesian, Lockean, and Kantian 

cultures of anarchy rather is the exception than the rule – quite apart from the fact that Wendt 
quickly left the constructivist camp again. 
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specifically after Trump, remains to be discovered in the mutually constitutive interplay of 
agency and structure (Peterson 2018). In the course of the debate on NATO’s future liberal 
constructivists challenged both neorealists and neoliberal institutionalists. In contrast to the 
exponents of these rationalist accounts, constructivist scholars consider the Atlantic alliance a 
union of liberal democracies the members of which try to externalize common values. Borrowing 
from Deutsch, constructivists conceive both NATO and the North-Atlantic area as a “pluralistic 
security community” (Risse-Kappen 1995, 30-1, Adler 2008, Adler and Barnett 1998, 30). Members 
of a pluralistic security community, formally independent countries, do not fight each other 
physically, but resolve struggles amongst them by peaceful means. The ‘democratic peace’ among 
the members of a security community is seen to depend on three dimensions: a collective identity 
in form of shared liberal values, complexly interdependent interactions among the partners, as 
well as numerous and intensive structures of inter- and transnational governance (Risse 2002, 
Adler 2008, Gheciu 2005, Thies 2009). In addition, emphasis is put either on the “narrative 
resources” that were used to transform NATO from a military alliance into a security community 
or on the (inarticulate) practice of diplomacy deemed instrumental in maintaining the 
transatlantic peace (Williams and Neuman 2000, 366-372; 385-6, Pouliot 2008). 

At first sight, both neoliberal institutionalists and liberal constructivists tend to abhor political 
differences among the constituents of the West. When such differences are dominant as over the 
Iraq war in 2002/03 or under President Donald Trump from 2017-2021, the proverbial liberal 
optimism seems to give way to worry, fear, and panic. Grave concerns about an end of the West 
(Anderson, Ikenberry, and Risse 2008), an end to the rule-based international order or about 
“Westlessness” (MSC 2020) are articulated then. At the same time, neoliberal institutionalists and 
liberal constructivists never tire of pointing out the political and cultural similarities between the 
transatlantic partners and reminding them of the welfare gains from free trade. As such, crucial 
to their argument is the resilience of transatlantic relations, constantly being pushed to the test 
but nevertheless surviving (Anderson 2018). Contrary to liberal enlightenment philosophers, 
some IR liberals even tend to have adapted their accounts in ways that do not disregard but even 
“start with political conflict” (Ikenberry 2008, 11) and its many political and economic, 
institutional and ideational sources.  

Although neorealists, neoliberal institutionalists, and liberal constructivists may still be the most 
visible or easily identifiable contributors to the debate, other perspectives on transatlantic 
relations must not be overlooked. Among them figure optimistic realists who hold NATO capable 
of dealing with the full range of the post-Soviet challenges (Glaser 1993). In addition, there are 
postmodernists who grasp NATO’s practices as a sort of self-constitution of the West (Klein 1990), 
claim that the Atlantic alliance has changed both its notion of security and its identity after bloc 
confrontation (Rasmussen 2001), or perceive diverging socio-political identities as a precursor of 
NATO’s demise (van Ham 2001). Finally, there are a few scholars who provoke productive 
irritation by transcending narrow boundaries among IR paradigms. Not interested in subsuming 
the empirical richness of transatlantic relations and their contributions to world order under iron 
assumptions of major IR schools of thought, these post-paradigmatists emphasize the involved 
actors’ intelligence and creativity when it comes to justifying the persistence of the Atlantic 
alliance (Hellmann 2006). They argue that common norms and rules do not guarantee democratic 
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practices (Sjursen 2004), and they link the creation of NATO either to its founders’ references to 
the Western civilization (Jackson 2003) or a century-old political community (Hemmer and 
Katzenstein 2002).  

Taken together, the debate about transatlantic relations without doubt yielded theoretically 
informed and suggestive findings. Most visible in treatments of NATO, however, the debate in 
large part reproduced ready-made positions of IR’s major paradigms, which tend to always-
already, based on a priori theoretical leanings, grasp it either as a military alliance, a security 
management institution, or a security community. Critical observers even described this debate 
as having ‘produced parallel arguments with little serious engagement’ (Suh 2007, 184). With a 
bit of polemical courage, one could nowadays perhaps even speak of an atheoretical turn with 
regard to the academic discussion of transatlantic relations. Normative basic assumptions are not 
reflected and key concepts are only superficially explicated. Explicit theoretical references and 
contributions tend to be on the decline, while the field is left to the recommendations of think 
tanks. In view of this, we would now like to add four ‘intuitions’ as further desiderates to the 
state of research, gained from our engagement with the literature and adding a meta-critique to 
transatlantic relations research. These are the role of values, rules, and individuals; the role of 
think tanks; the role of implicit normative presumptions or pre-determinations; as well as the role 
of state-bias and elite focus.  

 

Of values, rules and individuals 

Transatlantic relations research collectively might exaggerate the amount and depth of shared 
values on both sides of the Atlantic. More importantly, these values quite frequently remain 
insufficiently specified, since a socio-theoretical grounding of what values are hardly plays a role 
in the academic debate on transatlantic relations. To be more precise, values as the grit of 
transatlantic relations, particular in constructivist research, are often referred to and advanced as 
an argument, but their ontological nature remains unclear. How they are enacted and practiced 
at the nexus between agency and structure remains either unrecognized or underspecified 
(Franke and Roos 2010). This stems from the conceptual shortcoming of defining the role of 
individuals vis-à-vis structure, which appears to be equally socio-theoretically unsatisfying. 
When individuals are introduced as personal factors with the potential to either save or endanger 
transatlantic relations because of better or worse relationships among politicians from both sides, 
this, repeating older idiosyncrasies (Byman and Pollack 2001), happens in an isolating way as if 
they were not always embedded by structures which bring them and their capacity of action 
about. Structures (of transatlantic relations) do not determine an individual’s action, but it is 
inadequate to think of individuals, however exposed and powerful their position may be, as 
detached from the structures of collective action or corporate practice in which they (even as 
exposed decision makers) are involved. In other words, transatlantic relations research needs to 
be grounded in or at least aware of discussions relating agency and structure, as recently done by 
Peterson (2018). Such a reframing would show that individuals in and of transatlantic relations – 
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be they presidents, bureaucrats, or citizens – always draw on the structural potential of the 
structural position they occupy, making use of their aptitude for creative action (Joas 1996).  

 

Think Tanks Instead of IR Theory Debate  

Furthermore it is noticeable that think tank reports dominate the state of research or rather play 
a big role in it. Due to the direct access of many members of these think tanks to the level of 
decision makers, these perspectives are very valuable. Not only do contributions by think tank 
members, on the basis of background and advisory discussions as well as joint conferences, reveal 
how decision makers feel about transatlantic relations; their work also discloses how ‘academic 
lobbyists’ perceive and interpret assessments and decisions by ‘the foreign policy establishment’ 
and in which directions they try to steer it. In that regard, think tanks provide a sense of practical 
relevance to transatlantic relations (Nau 2008). At the same time, the dominant role of think tank 
reports have ‘de-theorized’ transatlantic relations research. At least, it seems, transatlantic 
relations do not have a prominent place in IR’s theory debate anymore. This corresponds and 
resonates with the ‘end of IR theory’ narrative, which rightfully raised the issue of paradigmatism 
in the discipline (Dunne, Hansen, and Wight 2013). However, this end of theory occurred in a 
larger discipline which seems to be able to advance new and potentially better forms of theory 
and theorizing (for a general debate in the social science on this see Swedberg 2014, for more 
specific IR applications see Sil and Katzenstein 2010, Berenskoetter 2018). While maybe falling 
victim to its own ongoing differentiation, IR as a discipline is arguably better prepared and can 
draw on socio-theoretical foundations, whereas the work of think tanks is often driven by strong 
presentism and applicability of arguments. That said, there is an immediate potential to analyze 
transatlantic relations think tanks and their discourse(s) through the concept of rules for action 
as outlined below) as their recommendations for action addressed to decision makers consist 
exactly of that – rules for action. To better understand transatlantic relations and their 
contributions to world order, however, it is important to formulate rules for action not only 
prescriptively, i.e. in the sense of ‘decision makers should do this/that’, but also diagnostically, 
i.e. on the level of examining what decision makers have already done. It is important to 
reconstruct what decision makers did by means of those beliefs that, as rules, guided their action. 
It seems that this socio-theoretically motivated desire to reconstruct transatlantic relations has not 
been realized due to the strong presence of think tanks.  

 

Future Orientation, Implicit Normative Presumptions & Pre-Determinations  

Finally, desire to provide diagnoses on transatlantic relations seems to be driven by questions 
about the future of these relations. Scholars involved prominently raise the question of whether 
the West is breaking apart or whether Europe and the U.S. will break away from each other. What 
becomes clear in this context is a usually very close connection between scholars’ analytical and 
normative interests. Dominant are questions like this: Does the close political, economic, and 
cultural connection of the U.S. with Europe/the EU/European states still have a (common) future? 
Which factors (mostly: values, interests, and personal ties) play an important role in this context 
and what is the current condition of these factors? In terms of values, commonalities and 
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differences are held to exist; in terms of interests, commonalities and differences are held to exist 
as well; while personal ties are held to be sometimes better and sometimes worse, depending on 
who governs where and how. In short, continuity or deterioration (decline even) of relations 
seems to be the main topic addressed in research. As anecdotal evidence, much of what is written 
about transatlantic relations stems from, connects to, and picks up on immediate crises and 
events. Explanations of why and how particular events matter for transatlantic relations are hard 
to find.4 The same holds for conceptualizations of the term crisis. Where they are not completely 
missing right away, they are somewhat superficially defined, as “an extraordinary moment when 
the existence and viability of the political order are called into question” (Ikenberry 2008, 12), for 
instance. What must be considered a crisis seems to be presupposed as always already clear and 
not worth mentioning (i.e. political differences between the U.S. Administration and (selected) 
governments of European countries or, more rarely, the EU). When positional differences 
between the transatlantic partners are visible, almost in the same beautiful repetition of Bill 
Murray’s character in Groundhog Day, scholars often somewhat panicky ask: How big are the 
political differences this time? What are their consequences this time? Are we (finally) witnessing 
the definite end of the West now this time? Their answers, however, mostly are not as drastic as 
their rhetorical questions. Some scholars point to structural imbalances preceding the immediate 
crisis to quickly argue that positional differences can be overcome just as they were in the past; 
others refer to a still existing stock of common ground or urge both sides to remember and return 
to this stock. In conclusion, there is nothing wrong per se with normative commitments in 
transatlantic relations research. The question, however, remains whether scholars reflect upon 
their normative commitments and the (epistemological) implications they have.  

 

State Bias and Elite Focus 

In addition to what has been argued so far, it seems that the question of who are the actors of 
transatlantic relations has not been tackled prominently. More specifically, ideas of global 
governance, multistakeholderism, and the desire to open up black boxes such as the state to 
include substate actors appear to be rather lost in research on transatlantic relations. Arguably, 
transatlantic relations refer to relations between states, but that connection in and through foreign 
policy should not be essentialized. A full embrace of all the different actors arguably involved in 
transatlantic relations, as frequently called for in global governance discourses, has not been 
realized yet (Keukeleire and Schunz 2015).5 In other words, “despite its important contributions 
to our understanding of how foreign policies are produced and which factors shape them, foreign 
policy research [and its uptake in transatlantic relations] remains largely state-centric, while 

 
4  A recent example of this modality of thinking could be the euphoria associated with President 

Biden ending four years of America First, see also footnote 1. A more historical event would be 
the transatlantic divide over the Iraq War, for which it  remained unclear if this was an 
explanation for or a consequence of transatlantic relations or both at the same time.  

5  Again, as anecdotal evidence, the habit of reducing transatlantic relations to decision-making in 
Washington, Berlin, Paris, and London as an obscure spatialization of these relations (as well as 
adding Beijing and Moscow in a global perspective) is quite revealing, echoing the practitioners’ 
discourse to which transatlantic relations apparently so desperately want to connect.  
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almost completely ignoring the increasing importance of non-state actors” (Stengel and 
Baumann, 1). Within its state bias, it is further assumed that transatlantic relations are conducted 
at the highest level of foreign policy and only on that level. In other words, through framing 
transatlantic relations as foreign policy, attention is often paid to presidents, state departments, 
and at best, intergovernmental organizations. As such, research on transatlantic relations 
reproduces an elite dynamic within the very subject it tries to understand. Put bluntly, the pull 
of higher echelons of decision-making in transatlantic relations tends to stir the fantasies of those 
who study it. More generally, what Richardson (2015, 236) concludes for geopolitical thinking 
broadly equally applies to visions of studying transatlantic relations:  

“Whether it is because of their [assumed] simplicity and ease of intelligibility, or the rhetorical power 
of charismatic and idiosyncratic advocates, or simply their play to an audience receptive to 
reassurance and stasis in times of rapid change, these geopolitical visions refuse to dissipate.” 

 

Theoretical and Methodological Considerations 

With these intuitions on transatlantic relations research as motivation for a deeper, reconstructive 
engagement with the subject matter, our theoretical and methodological considerations nurturing 
that project will be presented in this section. Both kinds of considerations are deeply rooted in the 
philosophy and social theory of American Pragmatism, a tradition of thought for which especially 
the names Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, George Herbert Mead and John Dewey stand 
and in which human action in a universe of meaning are put center stage.  

 

Theoretical Considerations: Beliefs as Rules for Action 

Central to Pragmatist thinking and its efforts to explain human conduct is action (Dewey 1922, 
Putnam 1995). Humans permanently find themselves in specific situations that require them to 
do something. Pragmatists see this “inevitability of individual as well as collective action” as “the 
necessary starting point of any theorizing” (Hellmann 2009, 639). Understanding action in sharp 
contrast to merely reactive behavior, they go beyond “stimulus-response behavior” and focus on 
“concrete, meaning-oriented activity of an agent” (Goddard and Nexon 2005, 14). Unlike 
individualistic and overly voluntaristic frameworks of action, pragmatists grasp actors as always 
already socially embedded. Unlike holistic and socially deterministic frameworks, however, they 
think of actors as able to situationally adapt and potentially modify what they do through their 
capacity for creative action (Joas 1996). Furthermore, from the standpoint of pragmatist social 
theory, there is no categorical distinction between talk and action or thought and action. Thought 
is action, talk is action, and any action is guided by rules since the social sphere – sociality – 
consists entirely of rules. Of all rules for action available for an actor, those that bring about a 
concrete act are termed beliefs. It is them in which an actor had believed most strongly when he 
or she did what he or she has done in a given situation. According to Peirce ([1878] 1992, 129), a 
belief thus “is something that we are aware of”, that “appeases the irritation of doubt”, and that 
“involves the establishment in our nature of a rule of action, or, say for short, a habit”. As rule for 
action, a belief “is a stopping-place” and “also a new starting-place for thought”; it is “thought at 
rest, although thought is essentially an action” (Peirce [1878] 1992, 129). 
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Given that sociality is a rule-based domain, the existence of rules precedes the adoption, 
reflection, and modification of these rules by actors as society precedes individuals. 
Consequently, pragmatists do not conceive of human actors as unconnected and preexisting 
monads, around which a social bond must first be laboriously laid. Such a social bond always 
already exists. It manifests in “the logical universe of discourse” or “the general system of 
universally significant symbols” (Mead 1967 [1934], Section 34). From the perspective of actors, 
this universe of social meaning precedes and connects them with significant others, past and 
present. In creative ways, actors draw on it as a ‘pool’ of potential action from which they, in light 
of social expectations and shared interpretations, actualize particular meaning through particular 
action in a particular situation (Joas 1996). As actualizations unfold over time, new meaning is 
created and boundaries of what rules an actor follows and which beliefs he or she is guided by in 
any given situation do change. In other words, the social horizons against which human beings 
realize their course of action keeps changing as they act and thereby either reaffirm or revoke 
beliefs (Jackson 2003, 234-9, Abbott 1995).  

We can further theorize rules for action to operate at the interplay of crisis and routine. As 
solutions to problems of action (Dewey 1927), rules can be habitualized and routinized so that 
actors are no longer immediately aware of them (Dewey 1922, Hopf 2010). In fact, since their lives 
take place in collectives with specific histories and social dynamics, many beliefs as rules for 
action have been inscribed to humans in processes of socialization, i.e. through interaction with 
parents and other family members, teachers and classmates, colleagues, fellow citizens, or else 
and are thus taken for granted. As James ([1907] 1975, 80) put it, beliefs work “on a credit system 
[…] and pass, ‘so long as nothing challenges them’”. Against this background, humans constantly 
make use of and thereby reproduce a plethora of pre-existing rules for action as they draw on 
them as guiding beliefs. Most of the time, these beliefs turn out to be stable. Due to the 
obstructiveness of reality, however, beliefs occasionally are challenged, destabilized, and need to 
be reconsidered, reformulated or even modified and replaced in moments of crises, i.e. when 
routines no longer work. In other words, in crises, beliefs as rules for action turn out to be 
dynamic.  

Facing the inevitable need to respond to problems of action, what humans do is guided by beliefs 
as rules for action. Rule-guided action takes place within a universe of meaning, into which actors 
are socialized and which they constantly expand and collectively transform in complex and 
dynamic social processes. It is thus not the single actor who owns or determines the meaning of 
individual action. Rather, meaning equally lies with those who respond to an act and ultimately 
emerges from interaction. In other words, beliefs are of an intersubjective, social quality as they 
transcend individual action (Mead 1967 [1934], Section 7). As humans act upon crisis, they (have 
to) create new beliefs in order to continue to act and translate their beliefs into new routines. In 
this sequential unfolding between crisis and routine, it is in the end the task of the researcher to 
reconstruct which beliefs remain mostly stable as routines more or less continue to work or which 
have to be modified entirely as the actor faces profound crises. In conclusion, beliefs as rules for 
action constitute the dynamic core of this unfolding as they connect individual actors and their 
capacity for creative action to the social sphere of sedimented rules and meaning.  
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As the foundation of human activity, beliefs as rules for action allow us to study how individuals 
realize their potential to act, be it professionals or laypersons, politicians or citizens, 
businesspersons or bureaucrats, scholars or practitioners. Reconstructing the beliefs advanced 
and articulated by scholars, in particular, provides one promising avenue to pursue when trying 
to understand transatlantic relations and their contribution to global governance and world 
order. Whenever IR scholars discuss world order, global governance and globalization, power 
relations, interests, preferences, and norms, they are discussing human action and its 
manifestations. These phenomena have been brought about by beliefs as rules for action and are 
composed of and refer to social structures of meaning (Bell 2009). Reconstructing the beliefs 
advanced and articulated by practitioners on the other hand also provides important insights into 
transatlantic relations, global governance and world order. These practitioners act on behalf of 
collective entities such as Chambers of Commerce, firms, national governments or international 
organizations, which provide them with the power to make a difference. Understood as 
“structures of corporate practice” (Dewey 1927, Franke and Roos 2010), these globally effective 
collectives and the institutionalized relations between them form ‘clotted’ rules for action. They 
have been formulated and created to deal with problems of action individuals cannot cope with 
alone. As part of the universe of meaning, structures of corporate practice and the various rules 
for action they are made of constitute the scope of action for those who act on behalf of them but 
can also be modified by these actors.  

 

Methodological Considerations: Reconstructing Beliefs as Rules for Action 

In methodological terms, beliefs that guide transatlantic practitioners can be examined through 
sequential analyses (Oevermann 2000, Maiwald 2005). Through this meticulous analysis, 
researchers reconstruct structures of meaning from written and non-written expressions in which 
beliefs as rules for action become manifest. By means of their own socially generated competence 
to act, sequential analysts relate back the beliefs expressed to social rules and meaning that 
brought them about in the first place. Manifestations of meaningful action such as declarations of 
the U.S. Administration, European governments, NATO, the EU, Chambers of Commerce or 
speeches by one of their members are not only taken as an expression of their authors’ dominant 
beliefs on transatlantic relations and world order but also as a concatenation of sequences, i.e. 
their smallest particles of meaning. Each of these sequences is defined by a scope of possible 
action, the choice for a particular one, and therefore the closing of others no longer available in 
the next sequence. The choice of one sequence leading into another is based on the structure of 
meaning that the author operates in, representing his or her dominant beliefs. In its sequential 
unfolding, a text thus reflects a deeper structure of beliefs that manifest themselves in certain 
choices to be reconstructed backwards through careful reading. Following the sequential 
interplay of possibilities and actualizations thus reveals the beliefs an actor holds (Oevermann 
2000, 1991). 

Asking what beliefs were expressed in and sustained over a stream of text, sequential analyses 
proceed in three steps: In a first step, researchers explicate conditions under which the given 
sequence – a few words or a part of a sentence from a selected source – potentially make sense 
following “phonetic, syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic rules of which the tacit knowledge is 
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acquired in socialization” (Maiwald 2005, 10). These rules are made present by pondering what 
sequences could meaningfully follow. This allows researchers to develop different meanings that 
might have been present by the time the author of the selected source chose particular wordings. 
In a second step, the meaning of the sequence that actually succeeded is considered – and 
considered in light of the readings that followed from the preceding sequence. The third and final 
step is to explain the realized choice in light of alternatives and to condense these choices into 
patterns of beliefs. With every new sequence, promising readings that hitherto appeared 
plausible fail. The concatenation of actual choices, on the other hand, defines the specificity of the 
interpreted text and the manifested beliefs. Proceeding sequence by sequence and considering 
each under the double aspect of closing and opening scopes of meaningful action, sequential 
analysts thus reconstruct a concise and characteristic case-structure of establishing and 
expanding practices and thoughts of transatlantic relations and their contributions to global 
governance and world order.  

 

Introducing the Research Design 

In light of the sketched theoretical considerations rooting in American Pragmatism, we can think 
of transatlantic relations as action sustained through beliefs about these very relations as to how 
to deal with related problems of collective action and world order expressed by actors involved. 
In light of the sketched methodological considerations similarly rooted in American Pragmatism, 
we have further obtained a tool to reconstruct these beliefs and their contributions to world order 
in transparent and intersubjective fashion. We intend to apply this to three different layers of 
transatlantic relations – politics, economy, and culture – according to which societal areas or fields 
of action they are focused on. This division, while maybe overemphasizing difference and 
underrepresenting the overlapping character of certain action and their issues, appears to be 
promising to structure the many different actors of transatlantic relations (see, for example, 
Dewey 2019 [1919/20]). From a historical perspective, we would argue, transatlantic relations 
found their beginnings in war, diplomacy (how to prevent war), and trade, to soon become all 
comprehensive and include cultural relations as well. In other words, transatlantic relations are 
either focused on or produce tangible contributions (i.e. rules) in politics, economy, and culture. 
Put simply, they are politically, economically, or culturally motivated and speak to these areas.6  

Without intending to essentialize the state in our project, we further propose that these areas are 
addressed by actors operating on the societal, the governmental, and the inter-governmental 
level. This conventional tripartite distinction reflected in the three images popularized by Waltz 
(1959) allows us to capture transatlantic relations more holistically and disaggregate. We pursue 
this second layer of disaggregation to reconstruct potential differences between these actors as 
well as between the different fields. In other words, we broaden our understanding of relevant 
actors of transatlantic relations to capture a more differentiated and ‘colorful’ picture of them. 

 
6  We would like to point out that this remains an ideal-type breakdown as any particular action or 

actor in transatlantic relations can, at the same time, address an issue or provide a new rule that 
is both political, economic, and cultural in its nature and implications. For the 3x3 matrix below, 
however, we believe this distinction to be helpful, at least initially to determine case studies.  
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Simply put, we search for relevant actors who speak to transatlantic relations since their act of 
speaking them constitutes their underlying beliefs (or at least infuses potentially diverging beliefs 
into a complex and contested discourse). In other words, we do not assume to conclude on a 
homogeneous set of beliefs by simply aggregating between layers. Rather, we expect different 
actors to express different ideas of what transatlantic relations are and what their ‘appropriate’ 
place in world order is (Roos 2015). Differences reconstructed will thus not be dissolved if larger 
belief sets but further theorized and applied to understand the current state of transatlantic 
relations. Table 1 summarizes our three areas and layers of transatlantic relations and provides 
illustrative examples of actors we would consider for reconstruction for each.  

 

 Society 

(sub-governmental) 

State 

(intra-governmental) 

System 

(inter-governmental) 

Politics 

Cities & Federal States; 
Civil Society Groups 

(e.g. Sister Cities 
International) 

Heads of State &  
State Departments, 

Departments of Defense;  

 (e.g. parliamentary committees) 

NATO & OECD 

Economy 

Chambers of Commerce; 
Industry Associations; 

multinational enterprises 

(e.g. US Chamber of 
Commerce, BDI (The 
Federation of German 
Industries), Business 

Roundtable; Volkswagen) 

Heads of State &  
State Departments, 

Departments of Commerce; 

 (e.g. US Trade Representatives 
& EU Commissioner for Trade) 

WTO, World Bank 

Culture 

Academic Institutions; 
Foundations 

(e.g. Council on  
Foreign Relations; 

Carnegie; Bertelsmann 
Foundation; Center for 
Transatlantic Relations; 

The Brookings Institution) 

Heads of State &  
State Departments, 

Departments of Culture; 

 

UNESCO; Euro-
American Cultural 

Foundation 

Table 1 – Project Matrix and Illustrative Examples of Entities of Transatlantic Relations 

For actors operating at the different levels in different fields, the project looks for documents 
which speak to transatlantic relations and thereby express beliefs about them. This includes self-
referential documents outlining the mission of the respective actor as well as explicit addresses 
of what transatlantic relations are. For these documents, we raise questions such as (a) how are 
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transatlantic relations defined, (b) who is recognized as relevant actors, and (c) how are current 
relations and their condition assessed. Allowing these actors to speak for themselves on the issue 
of transatlantic relations, we hope, will provide the more detailed picture mentioned above. We 
further assume the conceptual lens of beliefs serves as means to integrate those different actors 
and their statements on transatlantic relations as we reconstruct and ‘break open’ their (speech) 
acts.  

We expect these (speech) acts to increase in intensity in response to perceived crises of 
transatlantic relations. However, to not fall victim to this ‘event-driven’ assessment of the 
relations, we will also include ‘routine documents’ (i.e. those that are published on a regular 
schedule such as annual reports, etc.). To capture change over time, which we assume to happen 
but also only slowly and incrementally, we propose to consider a longer time period for 
reconstruction.  

 

Conclusion & Potential Contributions 

Drawing on pragmatist assumptions as social theory (beliefs as rules for action) and methodology 
(logic of reconstruction and sequential analysis), our project aims at unpacking transatlantic 
relations. We intend to do so by disaggregating three layers of transatlantic relations in three 
different areas. As such, we hope to a) make an empirical contribution to research on transatlantic 
relations, but also b) spell out and illustratively at least apply the notion of beliefs as rules for 
action in IR. In terms of our empirical contribution, by broadening the spectrum of examined 
levels and actors through which transatlantic relations take place and manifest themselves, we 
hope to provide a richer picture and an overall more in-depth account on the robustness and 
longevity of transatlantic relations. On that note, we claim that the aggregate of beliefs relevant 
actors within transatlantic relations reproduce and stabilize over time provides us with a looking 
glass into their future scope and potential trajectory. In terms of our theoretical contribution, we 
concur with Pratt (2016) and others that the pragmatist tradition has only been explored in limited 
ways in IR and that there is more to bring in. Providing much needed socio-theoretical grounding, 
at least it can deepen and substantiate transatlantic relations research with otherwise remains 
either at the level of conventional IR paradigms or is advanced rather atheoretical and with an 
overemphasis on presentism, practical reasoning, and state bias.  

Connecting transatlantic relations further to debates on the (state of) world order, we intend to 
explicate the contributions these relations make globally. In other words, we hope the project 
helps to also better understand which beliefs, as conceptions of order, determining the current 
state of the world as such are strengthened and weakened in transatlantic relations. Without 
essentializing the liberal order, we maintain that this building block of world order(s) remains 
consequential yet to be further determined in its content and nature to make claims about how 
actors involved react to perceived changes such as ‘the rise of China’ or ‘the return to geopolitics’. 
How to deal with ‘the other’ is a function of internal beliefs on the relations one is engaged in, 
which is why we expect transatlantic relations, already always defined through an inside/outside 
logic, to be full of more global ideas instead of just references to what they are and who is part of 
it. In other words, as the U.S. and the EU, to name but two, define transatlantic relations, they 
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also at least to a significant extent define world order as their beliefs resonate there as well and 
are left for ‘others’ (i.e. China, Russia, etc.) to be responded to again. In the end, beliefs as rules 
for action by any entity of world politics always also encapsulate ideas about world order 
(Hellmann 2018). To reconstruct beliefs is thus an exercise to not only better understand actors in 
world politics and the action they pursue but also to be able to derive at the larger scale of world 
order.  
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