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Neutrality and EU 
Membership: A Comparative 
Analysis
Examining the historical context and contemporary challenges of 

neutrality in the European Union, focusing on Ireland, Sweden, and 

Austria.

by Guillermo Espada Yudego
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Neutrality: Historical Roots
Neutrality in Europe has deep historical roots, with a tradition of non-alignment in conflicts. Hugo Grotius, in his 1625 work, "On the 

Law of War and Peace", laid the groundwork for the legal doctrine of neutrality.

1

Late Middle Ages

2

19th and 20th Centuries

3

World Wars and Cold War
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EU Defence Policies
The European Union, established in 1993 with the Maastricht Treaty, has developed its own security and defense policies 

as part of its evolution into a supranational body.

CSDP

Common Security and Defence 

Policy

EU Defence Fund

Supporting joint defence capabilities

Strategic Compass

Increasing EU capacity for 

autonomous action
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Focus Countries
Ireland, Sweden, and Austria have each navigated neutrality alongside 

EU membership with distinct approaches.

Ireland

Roots in the Anglo-Irish Treaty 

of 1922

Sweden

Dates back to the early 19th 

century

Austria

Established in 1955 as part of the Austrian State Treaty
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Ireland's Neutrality
Ireland's neutrality is deeply rooted in its history and national identity.

1 1. Independence

Emerged as a reaction to 

colonial past

2 2. World War II

Neutrality maintained 

despite covert cooperation 

with Allies

3 3. Cold War

Non-aligned stance, active diplomacy, and UN peacekeeping
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Sweden's Neutrality
Sweden's neutrality dates back to the Napoleonic Wars and has 

evolved over time.

1 1. Napoleonic Wars

Adopted non-alignment 

following territorial losses

2 2. World Wars and 
Cold War

Armed neutrality, active 

internationalism, and covert 

cooperation with Western 

powers

3 3. EU Membership

Gradually softened stance on neutrality
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Austria's Neutrality
Austria's neutrality emerged from the unique geopolitical circumstances following World War II.

1
State Treaty (1955)

Formal declaration of neutrality

2
Vienna

Center for international negotiations

3
Kreisky's Leadership

Proactive neutrality and global disarmament

4
EU Membership

Neutrality interpreted as compatible with EU

5
Contemporary Challenges

Terrorism and weapons proliferation
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Neutrality and EU Membership: 
Ireland
Ireland's neutrality is not enshrined in constitutional law, but is a matter of political tradition 

and public consensus.

Military Neutrality

Does not formally belong to any military alliances

EU Peacekeeping

Participates in UN-authorized missions under CSDP

Compatibility

Neutrality and EU membership viewed as compatible
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Neutrality and EU Membership: Sweden
Sweden's neutrality has evolved from a strict stance to a policy of "military non-alignment".

1
EU Membership

Integration primarily economic and political

2
CSDP

Engaged in EU peacekeeping and humanitarian missions

3
Battlegroup Concept

Contribution to rapid-response units without full alignment

4
Security Concerns

Policies increasingly align with broader EU security objectives
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Neutrality and EU Membership: Austria
Austria's neutrality is viewed as a key element of its identity and has been interpreted in a nuanced 

manner within the EU framework.

1
CSDP

Active participation in EU missions

2
Mutual Defense Clause

Flexible stances regarding Article 42.7 of the Treaty of Lisbon

3
Mediator

Leveraging neutral status for peacebuilding
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Sweden’s Shift from 
Neutrality to NATO 
Membership
• Overview of Sweden’s recent decision to abandon 

neutrality and join NATO, influenced by Russia’s 

invasion of Ukraine.

• Sweden’s strategic shift: Why it moved from non-

alignment to NATO, with public opinion and government 

policy aligning toward collective security.

• Comparison with Finland, another traditionally neutral 

country that also joined NATO.

• Implications for Sweden’s military, EU security policy, 

and regional stability.

https://gamma.app/?utm_source=made-with-gamma


preencoded.png

Neutrality in Context

Ireland
Neutrality emerged as 
a response to British 
colonialism.

Sweden
Strategic need to avoid 
conflict during two World 
Wars.

Austria
Constitutionally enshrined in 1955, a Cold War 
buffer.
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EU Membership and 
Neutrality

- Ireland
- Military non-alignment, with opt-outs 

from EU defense clauses

- Austria
- Flexible interpretation, participating 

in EU missions compatible with 
neutrality.

- Sweden
- Redefined neutrality as military non-

alignment for EU participation.
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Conclusion: evolving 
neutrality
• Historical context

• Geopolitical shifts

• EU integration

• National strategies
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