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This article examines post-cold war European attitudes to the use of force, focusing
on the UK, France, Germany and Poland. It argues that European strategic culture
reflects the security environment of the second half of the Twentieth century, and
increasingly acts as an impediment to developing new European security strategies rel-
evant to the early twenty-first century. The author argues that new thinking about
security and strategy is required in Europe, and suggests six principles that should
inform a revised European security strategy appropriate to the post-9/11 world.

The 2003 Iraq War exposed deep divisions with the transatlantic
community. When confronted by questions pertaining to the legitim-
acy and efficacy of using coercive military power to bring out political
change and address perceived security threats, the NATO alliance
and Europe itself were unable to reach a workable consensus. The
fact that it was the question of war or peace that proved so divisive
should come as no surprise. Nothing is more dramatic than war, and
nothing illuminates the main features of—and fissures within—
international society more. War comes as a bolt of lightning on a
dark night, lighting up the geostrategic topology of global politics, and
illuminating the patterns of power and influence amongst the major
actors, their formal and informal alliances, and their varying cultural
assumptions about strategic theory and practice.

War has not only a direct and immediate material impact, it
also has a powerful emotional quality, for, as the title of a recent
book proclaims, War Is a Force That Gives Us Meaning (Hedges 2002).
The author of this slim but thoughtful book, Chris Hedges, argued
that “War forms its own culture.” It is like a drug that “dominates
culture, distorts memory, corrupts language, and infects everything
around it, even humor.” Yet despite its destruction and carnage, he
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wrote, war has an enduring attraction because “it can give use what
we long for in life. It can give us purpose, meaning, a reason for liv-
ing.” In contrast to the shallowness and vapidness of everyday lives
in peaceful, consumerist societies in the West, war “gives us resolve,
a cause. It allows us to be noble.” (Hedges 2002: 3).

Given the drama and emotional intensity inherent in the clash
of arms, it is inevitable that the Iraq War both illuminated and
exacerbated deep divisions within the Western alliance, and raised
questions about the future of European security cooperation. The
purpose of this article is to examine European attitudes to the use of
force following the demise of cold war bipolarity. It begins by exam-
ining the causes and significance of variations in strategic culture
between the UK, France, Germany, and Poland, and the shared
assumptions that govern these four countries’ approach to the exer-
cise of coercive military power.

The central argument developed in this article is that European
strategic culture reflects the experience and security environment of
the second half of the 20th century. For this reason, it is increasingly
an impediment to the development of European security strategies
relevant to the post-Cold War and post-9/11 international security
agenda. The preference of most Europeans since the end of the Cold
War for deterrence, containment and soft power has increasingly
proven inadequate in the face of new security challenges. Conse-
quently there is a pressing need for new thinking about the use of
military force as an instrument of statecraft within a comprehensive
approach to the evolving international security agenda. The analysis
concludes by outlining six elements of a new European approach
to the use of military force more appropriate to a post-9/11 world,
based on the discriminate use of force in the context of strategies of
limited war and coercive diplomacy.

STRATEGIC CULTURE IN EUROPE

Despite Robert Kagan’s intentionally provocative writings counter-
posing of a more pacific “European” strategic culture to that of the
USA (Kagan 2002 and 2003), the fact is that European attitudes to
the use of force are characterized by considerable heterogeneity.
These differences cannot simply be attributed to relative power
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differentials, but reflect the diversity of European history, geography,
and culture. This diversity has led to the emergence of different strate-
gic cultures and foreign policy role conceptions, which are only loosely
and indirectly related to material power capabilities. The UK and
France, for example, are similar in terms of their relative power capa-
bilities, but have pursued different policies towards transatlantic rela-
tions and the Iraq War. Germany is significantly more powerful than
Poland, and yet in contrast to its smaller eastern neighbor, it opposed
to the Iraq War and continues to see itself as a “civilian power.”

Different European attitudes towards the use of force are
rooted in 20th century history, particularly the experience of World
War II and the Cold War. Each European country experienced the
war differently, and thus drew different conclusions from it. This in
turn led to the emergence of different national role conceptions and
strategic cultures. In his book on the Kosovo war, Waging Modern
War, General Wesley Clark wrote of the problems generated by
different historical experiences and strategic cultures exacerbated
the problem of harmonizing American and European attitudes
towards NATO’s first military campaign. “On some issues there
were almost as many viewpoints as there were nations” (Clark 2001:
xxvii). Particularly for the Europeans, the weight of modern history
lay heavily upon everyone involved:

The memories of the destruction of World War II, the millions of refugees
and displaced persons, the young men in uniform lost forever, and the lasting
tragedy and shame of aggressive attacks on civilians were always present. As
a leading Italian statesman told me after the Kosovo campaign, ‘In Italy, we
couldn’t use the word war. Too many bad memories. War meant destruction,
death, defeat and occupation’ (Clark 2001: xxvii).

Different historical experiences of war have shaped a variety of
distinctive strategic cultures in Europe. In the case of Germany, the
war left an emotional overhang that shaped a strategic culture
deeply colored by its foreign policy role conception as a civilian
power. During the Cold War, this led to a strategic culture charac-
terized by the belief that the purpose of the Bundeswehr was to deter
another war, and that as soon as it fired its first shot in anger, it had
failed in its mission (Hyde-Price 2000: 139). France, on the other
hand, drew the lesson that they needed to have the military capabil-
ity to defend and protect their own national interests.



326 EUROPEAN SECURITY

The British had yet another experience of the war, given their
central role in the Allied coalition that brought down the Third
Reich. This left Britain with a much more positive view of their
armed forces and a belief in the efficacy of military power that was
largely absent from many other European countries, most notably
Germany. For Poland, the lesson of 1939 and of Yalta was that they
needed a powerful Western ally—more specifically, the US—to
guarantee their security (Kuzniar 2001). The importance of the
transatlantic security guarantee for Poland has led Warsaw to align
itself with the US on a range of foreign policy issues, and to partici-
pate—at least symbolically—in all major post-Cold War conflicts,
including Kosovo, Afghanistan, and, most significantly, Iraq.

In terms of understanding the reasons for, and significance of,
the heterogeneity of Europe’s strategic cultures, two points can be
made. The first is that the formative period for the strategic cultures
of most European states was the Second World War and early Cold
War years. This period witnessed a profound “critical juncture” in
strategic thinking for most European countries caught up in the
maelstrom of total war. The recasting of strategic culture that took
place in Europe after the war was shaped by both the experience of
World War II and the onset of the Cold War. Although it is, as we
have seen, difficult to generalise about strategic culture in Europe,
there are certain themes that are broadly shared. The first is a view
of war as destructive and uncontrollable and consequently some-
thing to be avoided at almost any cost. The second is the belief that a
primary role—if not the primary role—of armed forces is deterrence
and collective territorial defense. The emphasis attached to deter-
rence and defence was reinforced by four decades of cold war bipo-
larity, when war was seen as catastrophe to be avoided at virtually all
costs in the nuclear age (Brodie 1959).

The question that many European countries now face is whether
a strategic culture largely formed in the mid-20th century in the
context of the East-West conflict is still appropriate to the changed
circumstances of the early 21st century. Strategic cultures tend to be
persistent over time and to outlast the era of their original inception.
The problem that this generates is that embedded strategic cultures
can become an impediment to conceptual and policy innovative
when the strategic environment changes. European history is full of
examples of occasions when long-cherished cultural assumptions
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prevented military innovation and renewal. Thus, for example, in
1914 the French army went to war committed to offensive military
operations based on aggressive tactics and élan. In the age of the
machine gun and breech-loading rifles, this led to appalling casual-
ties in the “battles of the frontier” in the autumn of 1914 (Tuchman
1962: 46-48).

The question facing European countries today is whether their
established strategic cultures are relevant to the new security agenda
of the post-Cold War and post-9/11 world. This is an issue to which
we will return below.

The second point arising from the diversity of European strate-
gic cultures is that the variety of national experiences and traditions
means that it is proving difficult to forge a common European and/or
transatlantic security policy relevant to the post-Cold War security
environment. Since the end of the East-West conflict, NATO has
been striving to define a new purpose and function for itself. The
difficulties it has faced in doing so have arisen because the different
geopolitical interests and strategic cultures of its member states have
greater saliency now that the common threat from the communist
East has disappeared. Similarly, the EU, since the Cologne and
Helsinki European Council summits in 1999, has been committed
to forging a common European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP)
within the framework of the CFSP. Although some progress has been
made, the ESDP remains hamstrung by lack of a common European
strategic culture and the diverse geopolitical interests of its current
and future members. The heterogeneity and diversity of strategic
cultures in Europe means that there has been no coherent or shared
European reaction to the changed international security environ-
ment of the post-Cold War and post-9/11 world, thus exacerbating
transatlantic and intra-European divisions on the use of force.

The fact is that many European democracies—including some
of the largest and economically strongest, such as Germany—are
content to foster and develop a niche role for themselves within glo-
bal politics as civilian powers and “trading states” wielding soft
power to shape international society. The end of the Cold War
seemed to add credence to the belief that the long history of great
power conflict and security competition was over and that a new era
of international peace and cooperation—a “new world order,” with
a peaceful Europe at its core—was dawning. This optimism was first
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shaken by events in former Yugoslavia, parts of the former Soviet
Union and Africa, and initiated some new thinking about the rela-
tionship between force and diplomacy in shaping international soci-
ety (see, for example, Bildt 2000). However, new security concepts
and, in particular, innovative approaches towards the use of force,
were slow in emerging—both in Europe and America (Halberstam
2001)—because of the weight of national strategic cultures forged in
the mid-20th century.

September 11 changed this—at least for America. The terrorist
attacks on New York and Washington in September 2001 constitute
a critical juncture for US strategic culture. Since September 11, a
wide-ranging debate on foreign and security policy has been under-
way in the US, which has challenged many long-cherished strategic
concepts forged in the Cold War, such as deterrence and contain-
ment. The American foreign affairs community has been literally
fizzing with new ideas, strategic concepts, and policy innovations.
This intellectual and policy ferment has proven somewhat unsettling
to America’s European allies, many of whom remain wedded to a
strategic culture forged in the “long peace” of the Cold War. European
worries about the direction of policy innovation in Washington
crystallized around the US National Security Strategy document.
Published on September 20, 2002, this was seen as placing a strategy
of pre-emption at the heart of American policy—something that
virtually all Europeans find deeply troubling.

Thus, whereas 9/11 has been the catalyst for a critical rupture
in US strategic culture, its impact on Europe has been much more
limited. Most European countries continue to feel comfortable with
national security strategies developed and refined in the context of
post-war bipolarity. Despite the emergence of new threats such as
terrorism, proliferation, and failed states, the debate in Europe on a
security strategy appropriate for the 21st century has barely begun.
The European Security Strategy adopted by the European Council at
Thessalonica in December 2003 constitutes an important first step,
but much remains to be done on developing clear strategic concepts
governing how, when, and where the EU will use force.

European strategic culture, despite its diversity, has tended to
contribute to the intellectual and policy inertia evident in many parts
of “old Europe.” It is this European failure to think afresh about the
security issues of the post-Cold War world that has contributed to
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recent tensions in transatlantic relations. The palpable sense of frus-
tration felt by many in the Bush Administration at the failure of old
Europe to recognize the imperatives of post-9/11 international security
was clearly articulated by Paul Wolfowitz. “Europeans,” he argued,
“can continue to pretend that they are safer than they actually are,
or they can recognize the real dangers that they face in a world in
which small terrorist groups can gain access to significant levels of
destructive power and begin to develop effective security measures”
(The Guardian 7 June 2003).

To be fair, some Europeans have recognised the need address the
contemporary security agenda and engage more constructively with
the US national security debate. Karsten Voigt, for example, the
Schröder Government’s coordinator of Geman-America relations, has
suggested that Europe needs to respond to post-9/11 changes in US
security policy, not with snide criticism, but with constructive sugges-
tions and ideas. The US National Security Strategy, he noted, calls for
a comprehensive approach to international security including develop-
ment, democracy, and human rights. Unfortunately, this aspect of the
document “receives too little emphasis in the rhetoric of the Adminis-
tration and in consequence even less attention in European public
opinion.” Europe, he argued, “is invited to challenge these new ideas
or security doctrines and the assessment on which they are based.” 

For instance, it is not in the interest even to the US to develop principles that
grant every nation the right of pre-emption on the basis of its own definition.
Other questions are floating around. When would regime change be legiti-
mate? Could regime change be in accordance with current international law?

The National Security Strategy deserves broad and critical reflection,
but not cheap criticism. It is not the US view on security strategy that
changed first, but the security environment. Europeans have to develop via-
ble alternatives and position these ideas on the market place of ideas, espe-
cially in Washington (Voigt 2002).

EUROPEAN SECURITY BEYOND THE COLD WAR
Post-Cold War European Security

The end of Cold War bipolarity has been followed by an inter-
regnum in which established structures and patterns of thought
have persisted despite a growing awareness in many parts of the
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transatlantic community of new security risks and concerns. In this
interregnum, which ended with 9/11 and the Iraq War, strategic
culture acted as an inertial force impeding the development of new
security policies. A major reason for this is that the end of the East-
West conflict generated unrealistic and utopian hopes that a new world
order would quickly emerge characterised by institutionalised multilat-
eral cooperation and the peaceful resolution of international disputes.
Only gradually have European countries recognized the challenges
posed to existing strategic culture and military doctrine by issues such
as humanitarian intervention, failed states, proliferation, and terrorism.

Given the largely peaceful nature of the end of the East-West
conflict, it was not surprising that hopes of a dawn of a new age of
peace and cooperation would abound. “For the third time in a cen-
tury,” Michael Howard has written, “a president of the United
States was able to proclaim the inauguration of yet another new
world order.” Once again, it seemed that the liberal inheritors of
Enlightenment thinking were poised to establish a new peace order,
and this time the prospects were brighter than either 1918 or 1945.
“No alternative model for a world order was on offer: that of Kant
and his disciples seemed to have triumphed over all its competitors”
(Howard 2000: 90-91).

In the immediate wake of the annus mirabilis of 1989, optimism
about the prospects for peace in Europe and the wider international
system abounded. Many believed that with the end of the East-West
conflict, military force would play a marginal role in international
society, and that most conflicts could henceforth be settled by pre-
ventive diplomacy and peaceful processes of dispute resolution.
Over a decade later, reflecting on the illusions of the early 1990s,
NATO Secretary-General Lord Robertson recalled the “hopes that,
from now on, ‘soft’ rather than ‘hard’ power would determine our
security—as if the rightness of our cause would translate into sound
policy” (Robertson 2002).

Many Europeans believed that, at long last, they could finally
cash in the “peace dividend” and reduce their defence expenditure.
Linked to this was the belief in many quarters that NATO’s signifi-
cance would decline, and the EU would strengthen its role in Europe’s
security architecture. The EU’s status as a civilian power, it was
argued, “made it perfectly suited to take the lead in an environment
where military force now suddenly seemed irrelevant” (Hill 1998:
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21). In a moment of hubris, the Foreign Minister of Luxembourg
and then acting President of the European Council, Jacques Poos,
responded to the onset of the Yugoslav crisis by declaring, “This is
the hour of Europe, not the hour of the Americans. If one problem
can be solved by the Europeans, it’s the Yugoslav problem. This is a
European country and it is not up to the Americans and not up to
anybody else” (quoted in White 2001: 108).

Yet as the war of Yugoslav succession unfolded it was clear that
civilian power Europe was not able to effectively confront aggression
and widespread human rights violations in the Balkans. In the face
of determined aggression by autocrats riding a wave of nationalist
fervor, the EU’s reliance on diplomacy and economic sanctions
proved ineffectual. More importantly, the Yugoslav crisis—as well as
the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990—underlined the fact that
although Western and Central Europe enjoyed a more peaceful and
benign security environment, Europe’s liberal democracies still had
to confront armed conflicts and instability in and around its peri-
pheries. “We have killed the dragon,” it was said, “but the woods are
still full of dangerous snakes.”

At the international level, the “clear and present danger” of Soviet
aggression was superseded in the 1990s by more diffuse risks and
challenges entailing a variety of possible uses of military force. Security
concerns about major inter-state wars between great powers declined
significantly, to be replaced by internationalised conflicts, often
between sub-state actors, fuelled by domestic conflicts over identity and
scarce resources. This has meant that debates on the use of force have
focused on new issues and concerns. In particular, conflicts in the
Balkans and the wider international system have placed new demands
on Europe’s armed forces in the realm of crisis management, peace-
keeping and peace enforcement. Throughout the 1990s, governments
in all European countries struggled to understand and come to terms
with the implications of these changes in the nature of international
conflicts and the potential use of armed force (Everts 2002: 10-11).

Developments in the post-Cold War world thus served as a
chastening experience for Europe’s liberal democracies, comfortably
embedded as they were in their newly enlarged zone of stable peace.
The 1990s opened and closed with two major conflicts—the Gulf
War and the Kosovo war. These developments shattered the main
illusion of the post-cold war interregnum, namely that soft rather
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than hard power would ensure transatlantic security. “We saw in
Bosnia,” Lord Robertson has argued, “that economic sanctions or
moral condemnation were of little value without the credible back-
ing of military power”;

In Kosovo, we learned the same lesson once again: our military competence
was essential in preventing a humanitarian tragedy. Today, in Afghanistan,
military capabilities are once again demonstrating their importance. . . .
These dramatic changes were not brought about by ‘soft power’ or moral
appeals. They were brought about by military force—applied in a deter-
mined and bold fashion, and embedded in what amounts to a political mas-
terstroke: an almost global coalition against terror. . . . There can be no
doubt, therefore, that effective military means will remain a precondition for
our security. As UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan once memorably put it:
‘You can do a lot with diplomacy, but much more with diplomacy backed by
effective military force’ (Robertson 2002).

The lesson of the 1990s, therefore—particularly from the
Balkans, but underlined by the experience of Sierra Leone, Rwanda,
and Somalia—was that diplomacy alone is rarely an effective means
to reverse aggression, protect human rights, or prevent genocide.
“The common theme in these failures,” Michael Ignatieff has writ-
ten, “was the inability of governments to back principle with decisive
military force” (Ignatieff 2000: 7). Coercive military power is there-
fore indispensable at times to protect the norms and values of inter-
national society, particularly its elementary goals of “life, truth, and
property” (Bull 1977: 5).

The former Swedish Prime Minister and EU High Representative
in Bosnia, Carl Bildt, reflecting on his experience of the wars in former
Yugoslavia, concluded that military force is sometimes essential to back
up diplomatic initiatives and open the way for a permanent peace set-
tlement. “Force,” he argued, “should never be a substitute for diplo-
macy—but under the right conditions it can give strength to the search
for political solutions represented by diplomacy” (Bildt 2000: 148).

THE PARADOX OF POST-COLD WAR 
EUROPEAN SECURITY

The end of the Cold War created a major paradox for Europe’s liberal
democracies. Although the threat of continent-wide conventional
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and nuclear war was lifted from Europe, Europe’s armed force found
themselves busier than ever before. Rather than fading into irrele-
vance in a Kantian peace order, NATO and European armed
forces—primarily trained and equipped to fight high-intensity
mechanized warfare on the plains of Central Europe—found them-
selves called upon to undertake a wide range of military interven-
tions, from traditional peace-keeping (under Chapter VI of the UN
Charter) to enforcement actions, either with or without explicit sanc-
tion from the UN Security Council under Chapter VII. At the same
time, despite a broad consensus among European academics that
the military dimension of security was declining in importance and
that “soft security” issues were now predominant, it was NATO—the
provider of “hard security” par excellence—that emerged as the domi-
nant institutional actor in the European security architecture in the
1990s. Moreover the EU—the archetypal civilian power—moved to
equip itself with the capacity to conduct autonomous military crisis-
management operations in the framework of the “Petersberg Tasks.”

The range of military operations undertaken by NATO’s
armed forces in the 1990s ranged from classic high-intensity coali-
tional warfare in the Gulf to traditional peace-keeping. Nonetheless,
what is striking is that the bulk of new missions in the post-Cold War
world have fallen into a grey zone between peace and war, tradition-
ally understood. These grey zone operations have various design-
ations. NATO uses the term “non Article 5 crisis response
operations”; the US military speaks of “Military Operations Other
than War” (MOOTW); others speak of “Chapter VI 1/2” opera-
tions. The most widely adopted designation, however, is the British
term “Peace Support Operations” (PSO). The distinguishing feature
of such operations is that they involve the robust use of coercive
military power short of war (Schmidl 2000 and Shawcross 2000). At
the same time, the issue of consent—traditionally the defining fea-
ture of peace-keeping operations—is often ambiguous and unevenly
accepted.

Such grey zone operations thus fall between peacekeeping
and limited wars, and consequently pose a distinctive set of concep-
tual and practical challenges for European and US armed forces
primarily trained and equipped to conduct high-intensity mecha-
nised operations. A major problem has been the lack of a clear
conceptual framework and established military doctrine to guide
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these operations. As one analyst has noted, there is no agreement on
how to categorize this

. . . new and prolific breed of operation. . . . Whereas soldiers and scholars in
Europe and the United States had been writing volumes about war for 200
years, there was no manual for this vast new area which had suddenly
opened up. There was no doctrine, no instruction book (Bellamy 1997: 151).

Developing a new doctrine for peace support operations/non
article V missions has raised questions about the continuing validity
of European strategic cultures. Despite their diversity, most European
strategic cultures share two common denominators: they were formed
in the context of Cold War bipolarity, and thus place a premium on
deterrence, containment and collective territorial defense; and they
reflect the limitations of their military capabilities. The only partial
exceptions to this are the UK and France, who have both a tradition
of, and capabilities for, limited power projection. It is therefore no
coincidence that it is these two European powers that have taken the
lead in rethinking established European attitudes to the use of force.

RETHINKING SECURITY AND STRATEGY
The Need for “New Thinking” About Security and Strategy

The lack of a clear military doctrine for grey zone operations in the
early 1990s was symptomatic of the political uncertainties sur-
rounding their aims, purposes, and legitimacy, which was in turn a
function of the very real policy dilemmas facing decision-makers in
an increasingly complex international environment. Post-Cold War
international society is characterized by much greater political
uncertainty and moral ambiguity than during the bipolar East-
West conflict, when international relations were perceived in much
more black and white terms. Developments in contemporary inter-
national society pose a series of intractable dilemmas for policy-
makers and raise complex analytical questions for academics.
These dilemmas and questions are particularly acute given the
partial disintegration of the Westphalian states’ system, which was
seen one of its central pillars—state sovereignty—weakening by
humanitarian intervention, and which is increasing a “mixed actor
environment” given the greater prominence of non-state actors in
global affairs.
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One consequence of the new and complex international crises
which have characterized the years since the fall of the Berlin Wall is
the need to reassess the direction taken by much scholarly thinking
about security studies since the late 1980s. Given widespread dissat-
isfaction with the state-centric and military-focused approach of trad-
itional Cold War approaches to security, growing numbers of
academics stressed the need to develop a broader concept of secur-
ity. Throughout the 1990s, considerable intellectual effort was devoted
to developing the notion of soft security and to exploring the non-
military dimensions of security. This has encouraged the develop-
ment of a richer and more comprehensive analysis of global security
issues, embracing the political, economic, societal, and environmen-
tal dimensions of international security, as well as its military aspects
(Aggestam and Hyde-Price 2000). The problem with this emphasis
on the non-military dimensions of security, however, is that it has led
some scholars to broaden the concept of security so extensively that
it embraces virtually all aspects of life. Such an indiscriminate broad-
ening of the concept of security is intellectually worrying because it
means that international security studies looses its disciplinary coher-
ence. It ends up being about everything and nothing. The concept of
security thus looses its utility as an analytical tool (see Hyde-Price
2001: 34-36).

Issues such as AIDS, environmental degradation, migration,
transnational crime, and discrimination on the grounds of race,
religion, or gender are serious problems which need urgent attention.
But they are primarily public policy issues, not security problems.
They can have security implications if they generate conflict, but they
are not security problems per se. If it is to retain its intellectual distinc-
tiveness and analytical rigour, international security studies must deal
centrally with the causes of war and the conditions of peace. This
means that at the heart of international security studies is a focus on
armed conflict between distinct political collectivities—often, but not
always, institutionalized and manifested in state structures.

Thus, although the traditional Cold War approach to the study
of security was overly narrow and analytically limited, the attempt to
“bend the stick in the other direction” by emphasizing the softer,
non-military dimensions of security is also flawed. The weakness of
much mainstream international security studies thinking today,
particularly in Europe, is that the military dimension of security is
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relatively under-explored and inadequately theorized. What is needed
is to rethink the military dimension of a comprehensive concept of secur-
ity. This would give international security studies a greater analytical
utility by reflecting the nature of international responses to complex
emergencies since the end of the Cold War.

As the experience of Western interventions and crisis-management
operations in the 1990s demonstrates, contemporary international secu-
rity policy involves the use of a range of policy instruments in a
multi-actor environment. One of the key lessons of Bosnia, Somalia,
Sierra Leone, East Timor, Macedonia, and Kosovo is that effective
crisis management and post-conflict rehabilitation requires the coop-
eration of a range of actors, from NGOs and international organiza-
tions to armed forces. It also demands the coordination of a mix of
policy instruments, from economic sanctions and diplomatic pressure,
to humanitarian aid and military force. In all these cases, however,
the role of the military has been pivotal, both in providing a stable
environment for other policy instruments to be used, and in coordi-
nating the efforts of a plethora of actors. Civil-military relations in
crisis management operations has thus become a central issue on the
international security agenda (Rieff 2002). This underlines even
more strongly the need for a comprehensive concept of security to
give more serious attention to its military dimension, and to examine
how the military dimension relates to other elements of a multi-
faceted and multi-dimensional approach to international crises.

Within international security studies, the sub-field of strategic
studies also needs major conceptual retooling if it is remain relevant
to the problems of the 21st century. The lack of a clear doctrinal
basis for crisis response operations involving a combination of diplo-
macy and coercion is evidence of a major lacuna in strategic thinking
which is the legacy of the cold war. Strategy, Hedley Bull argued, is
“the art or science of shaping means so as to promote ends in any
field of conflict” (Bull 1968: 593). Yet during the Cold War, the
existential threat posed by nuclear weapons led to a narrowing of
the focus of strategic studies around issues such as deterrence, arms
racing and disarmament.

As Philip Windsor has argued, the nuclear age was one

“in which a particular mode of strategic thinking dominated the conduct of
international affairs.”The “imperatives of nuclear deterrence,” he argued,
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“seemed to acquire not only a political dynamic but also an apparent intel-
lectual cohesion of their own, and to provide, as it were, a set of rules that
came to dominate the conduct of strategy, which in turn set the agenda for
the conduct of international politics” (Windsor 2002: 2).

Nuclear weapons fundamentally changed the nature of strategy.
As Bernard Brodie argued, in the past the supreme objective of

wars had been to win wars, but now it was to avoid wars (Brodie
1959). Given the ever-present danger of nuclear Armageddon, polit-
ics became “comprehensively subordinated to strategy, and ulti-
mately the articulation and survival of other values came to depend
on the threat of committing genocide and risking suicide” (Windsor
2002: 2).

Strategy thus became autonomous and causal in international
relations, overturning earlier patterns of strategic thinking that had
been characterized by their attempts to bring war, and the threat of
war, under control. Just war theory represented an attempt to sub-
ject military force to moral control; the Enlightenment began a pro-
cess of subjecting war to legal and normative constraints; and,
following Clausewitz, war was seen as subject to political control. All
three traditions of thought assumed that strategy was not autono-
mous and that it did not have a causal status in international affairs.
They were therefore aimed at subordinating strategy “to other con-
siderations that it was bound to serve if military activity were to
make any sense at all” (Windsor 2002: 5).

With the end of the nuclear age in its bipolar cold war manifest-
ation, strategic thought needs to break free of the “forms of thought”
(i.e., strategic culture) which it engendered. Strategy no longer
enjoys the autonomy and causal status it achieved in the nuclear age,
and needs once again to be subject to moral, legal and political con-
straints. Strategic policy is indeed becoming subordinate to politics,
as Western decision-makers face the age-old question which lies at
the heart of strategic studies: how to use military force in pursuit of
their foreign and domestic policy objectives? In this sense, the
agenda of Clausewitz, that is, using military force as a continuation
of politics by other means (Clausewitz 1976), has now been
reopened, after the stultifying impact of the nuclear age on strategic
thought. After the interlude of the Cold War, strategy is once again
not just about avoiding wars, but winning them. If deterrence and
containment were the primary preoccupations of strategy in the
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bipolar nuclear age, today compelling and the active use of military
force are much more important.

In the face of new threats to international security such as ter-
rorism, proliferation, and state failure, old Cold War concepts of
containment and deterrence are not always particularly relevant. To
address the atrophy which affected large parts of strategic studies in
the Cold War, greater attention needs to be focused on strategic
concepts like compelling, armed suasion, and coercion. In this
respect, the literature on limited war and coercive diplomacy, which
formed a small but rich seam in the edifice of Cold War strategic
thinking, now needs revisiting, with a view to reviving its concepts
and developing their insights in the light of contemporary interna-
tional security (Schelling 1966; Kissinger 1957; and George, Hall
and Simons 1971).

As Gwyn Prins has argued, contemporary thinking about the
use of force is “switching away from the mid-[twentieth] century
preoccupation (not to say obsession, in some quarters) with aspects
of deterrence, back to a more straight-forward, late nineteenth-
century emphasis upon ‘compellence’. He quoted Charles William
Maynes to the effect that “The uses of force have changed in much
of the world;

Throughout the Cold War, force was needed to deter the other side from
doing bad things outside its borders. Today, force is needed to compel the
other side to do good things inside its borders (quoted in Prins 2002: 63).

Since September 11, one might add, it is evident that the uses of
force have changed again. Today, coercive military power is being used
pre-emptively against terrorists, proliferators, and rogue states. These
developments underline the need for new thinking on European
security strategy in the 21st century.

COERCION AND THE USE OF FORCE

As the 21st century unfolds, Europe’s democracies face the need to
rethink their security strategies and think afresh about the purpose
and function of their armed forces. The cold war is over, and in the
wake of 9/11 and the Iraq War, it is clear that new threats and
sources of instability now dominate the international security
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agenda. Many Europeans have found it hard to adjust to the realities
of the new world disorder, a factor that has contributed to the deteri-
oration in transatlantic relations. One reason for this that Europe’s
strategic cultures were formed in the context of Cold War bipolarity
and can therefore tend to act as an impediment to new thinking. If
Europe’s democracies are to recognise the security challenges they face
in the wider international system, and prevent the further deteriora-
tion in transatlantic relations, they need to think afresh about how,
when and why to use the potential coercive power of military force.

The use of coercive military power should not be seen as an
alternative to persuasion, diplomacy, and soft power. Rather, it can
give strength and conviction to the other instruments of statecraft. A
well-intentioned reliance on diplomacy and soft power failed miser-
ably in the Balkans in the early and mid-1990s. Only when diplomacy
was backed up by coercive military power did a process of conflict
resolution become possible. The task for Europe’s democracies in
the post-9/11 world is to fashion a military doctrine and a strategic
culture that provides guidelines for the use of coercive power as an
instrument of diplomacy and statecraft. The development of a Euro-
pean strategic culture relevant to the changed security environment
of the twenty-first century is essential for the viability of the EU’s
Common Security and Defense Policy, and for NATO’s transforma-
tion into an institution capable of conducting non-article V crisis
response operations.

The key elements of a new European strategic culture can already
be gleaned from the experience of military intervention in the post-
cold war era. Reflecting on Operation Allied Force, NATO’s inter-
vention in Kosovo, General Wesley Clark argued that it typified the
manner in which Western democracies used military force:

Operation Allied Force was modern war—limited, carefully constrained in
geography, scope, weaponry, and effects. Every measure of escalation was
excruciatingly weighed. Diplomatic intercourse with neutral countries, with
those opposed to NATO’s actions, and even with the actual adversary con-
tinued during and around the conflict. Confidence-building measures and
other conflict prevention initiatives derived from the Cold War were brought
into play. The highest possible technology was in use, but only in carefully
restrained ways. There was extraordinary concern for military losses, on all
sides. Even accidental damage to civilian property was carefully considered.
And ‘victory’ was carefully defined (Clark 2001: xxiv-xxv).
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Building on General Clark’s summary of the key features of
Operation Allied Force, one can identify six key principles underpin-
ning a revised European strategic culture which goes beyond deter-
rence, containment, and territorial defense. These are:

1. The primacy of expeditionary operations.Europe itself is relatively stable
and secure. Security threats will henceforth tend to emanate from
outside of Europe’s geographical core. This means that European
armed forces need to restructured away from their Cold War
emphasis on collective territorial defense towards expeditionary
operations and power projection.

2. Coercion not brute force.In the absence of existential threats to their
very existence, European democracies will tend to fight “wars of
choice” rather than “wars of necessity.” This means that rather
than mobilizing all their strength to achieve their political object-
ives by what Thomas Schelling termed “brute force” (Schelling
1966: 2-3), they will tend to rely much more on coercive strategies
based on the threat of force or, if that fails, the discriminate use of
force. Western military strategies thus tend to target the enemy’s
leadership or regime, not its society or even the bulk of its armed
forces.

3. The “just” use of force. Given the difficulties faced by mature status-
quo orientated consumerist democracies in mobilizing public sup-
port for military intervention (Everts 2002), military coercion will
rarely be employed unless it is seen to have a clear ethical or
humanitarian goal. Democratic governments are only able to sus-
tain political support for intervention if its purpose is seen as just
and legitimate, and if military coercion is seen to be exercised in a
proportionate and discriminate way. Hence the discursive import-
ance attached by leaders such as Tony Blair to the notion that
Western military power must be a “force for good.”

4. The imperative of force protection. Western military operations are
increasingly conducted in ways that minimise risk and exposure to
Western societies and their armed forces. Force protection, as it is
known, is now an imperative, particularly for expeditionary forces
involved in wars of choice. 

5. The imperative of limiting collateral damage. In total wars of national
survival, collateral damage (i.e., non-combatant casualties and
destruction of the civilian infrastructure) is seen as an unfortunate
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but inevitable side-effect of military operations. In wars of choice
fought for explicitly moral and humanitarian motives, there is
much less public acceptance of collateral damage. This reflects
the importance attached to human life and human rights in the
contemporary world, particularly in Western democracies.

6. Wars must be short and sharp. Given the vagaries of the electoral
cycle and the difficulties of sustaining public support for long and
drawn-up military operations where victory seems elusive, West-
ern military interventions are increasingly designed to be short
and sharp.

These six principles provide the basis for developing a new European
approach to the use of coercive military power that is both compati-
ble with the normative values and political culture of democratic
polities, and the challenges of the international system in the 21st

century. Military force should only ever be an instrument of last
resort, not least because it is such a blunt instrument whose use is
nearly always unpredictable (Luttwak 2001). Nonetheless, Europe
can only act as a force for good in the world if it is prepared to use
coercive power to back up its diplomacy. Both improved transatlantic
relations and effective European security cooperation require the
development of a common military doctrine and strategic culture in
Europe which provides clear guidelines for how, when and why mili-
tary force should be deployed.
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