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The vigorous debate addressing the potential of the European Union’s
security and defence policy is indicative of high hopes and severe 
policy problems. This article examines the likelihood that EU member-
states will develop the strategic culture – reflecting common interests
and views of the world – that can be said to be a precondition for a 
successful security and defence policy. The article first investigates the
EU’s predominant values and the reigning conception of the legiti-
mate use of military force, and it then weighs this political potential of
the security and defence policy against obstacles to unity: the ‘post-
modern’ complexity of multilevel governance coupled with the neces-
sity of ‘modern’ executive authority to undertake military coercion, as
illustrated by the recent fight against global terrorism. In the light of
the conclusion that the EU does not have the potential to construct a
strong strategic culture, the article suggests steps the EU could take to
safeguard liberal achievements in its history of integration while also
enabling strategic military action by groups of countries sharing a 
particular view of the world, an interest in a particular conflict, or
both.

If absolute power corrupts absolutely, does absolute powerlessness make you pure? 

Harry Shearer

THE DECLARED AMBITION OF THE EUROPEAN UNION to pro-
gressively frame a common defence policy (see European Union, 2002:
Article 17) appears vain in the light of the diplomatic rows in late 2002

and early 2003 that pitted European countries against each other – with
France and the United Kingdom on opposing sides – on the issue of Iraq and
on US security policy more generally. The conclusion of the Clingendael
Institute, which gathered together security policy directors from all EU 
countries in 2000, was that ‘what is missing is a Strategic Concept linking
[the] EU’s military capabilities to its political objectives’ (Van Staden et al.,
2000: 5). The conclusion still stands, as the EU High Representative for the
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Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), Javier Solana, recently con-
firmed in the draft strategy document he presented to the European Council
in June 2003: ‘We need to develop a strategic culture that fosters early, rapid,
and when necessary, robust intervention’ (Solana, 2003a: 13). This article
investigates the question of whether the EU is gaining the strategic coherence
that will enable joint military action, or whether EU ambitions represent an
elusive image of purity based on continuing powerlessness.

To this question, two contrasting conclusions are offered in the literature.
One is optimistic and argues that the EU is gaining the physical ability and
political confidence to use military means while still maintaining its overall
character as a civilian actor (Cornish & Edwards, 2001: 587–603). On this
point, François Heisbourg and Jolyon Howorth are both optimists, noting
that national differences are narrowing, that ‘the centre of gravity is moving
towards greater, not lesser, acceptance of the use of military force’ (Heis-
bourg, 2000a: 6), and that a ‘fresh configuration of nation states’ (Howorth,
2001: 21) accepts the need to provide crisis-management leadership. While
these authors caution that further clarification of strategic ambitions remains
necessary, Charles Cogan refers to a more solid – in fact, ‘ineluctable’ – trend:
the EU is ‘squarely on the road toward autonomy in matters of defense’
(Cogan, 2001: 134).

Another view is pessimistic. ‘In 2002, it would appear, there is neither 
strategy nor policy’ because the common security and defence policy is all
about internal state-building and domestic European affairs rather than
external defence (Lindley-French, 2002: 809). In consequence, the EU will dis-
integrate politically in the face of real, external threats unless radical reforms
are undertaken within the EU, which in Lindley-French’s view must consist
of enhanced cooperation among European great powers. Another observer
likewise concludes that while European countries share values, they con-
tinue to disagree on the fundamental issues of threat analysis and the appli-
cation of force (Heiselberg, 2003). Simon Duke notes that terrorist threats
may strengthen soft security measures within the EU but, in the light of the
‘renationalization of European security efforts’, undermine EU security and
defence policy (Duke, 2002: 169).

This article will contribute to the clarification of this dispute and in the
process derive lessons for European policymaking. The first section outlines
the concept of strategic culture in the context of security studies and the 
literature on war and alliances. The second applies this concept and examines
predominant self-perceptions within the EU in relation to common values
and their defence by military force. A third section pinpoints principal 
problems with which the EU is faced. Finally, the fourth section argues that
the EU is unlikely to develop a coherent and strong strategic culture. There
are no perfect answers to the challenge of building a strong European defence
capability, but the conclusion is that defence should be delegated to coalitions
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of the willing and able, that such coalitions could be incited to respect 
common EU principles, but that the relationship between coalitions and the
EU must be informal – it cannot be forced – and is bound to be complex.

Strategic Culture

If people share values and views of the world, they are better able to co-
operate. This insight has long been recognized in the literature on strategic
affairs. Paraphrasing Edward Carr, consistent realism must provide ground
for purposive or meaningful action – precisely because utopian thoughts
rooted in particular cultures are part of political reality (Carr, 1991: 92). Thus,
Arnold Wolfers (1968: 165) warns that ‘normative admonitions to conduct a
foreign policy guided by the national security interest’ are not objective but
‘ambiguous and misleading’; Adda Bozeman (1994: xli) urges scholars to
‘assess the cultural infrastructure’ of states and learn the history of societies
before determining probable diplomatic outcomes; and Henry Kissinger
(1994: 27) relates the international stability of the post-1945 era to an ‘intel-
lectual tradition of extraordinary coherence and vitality’ in the USA.

Analysts disagree on the way in which strategic culture should be studied,
however. As part of a general onslaught on realist theory, which is intimately
related to strategic studies, constructivists argue that realism is all about
‘functional’ imperatives (i.e. states following incentives arising from inter-
national power structures), while constructivism is all about ‘societal’ 
imperatives (i.e. states acting on the basis of ideas generated either in domes-
tic or international society). Constructivists, moreover, argue that their focus
on ideas (i.e. strategic culture) explains a good deal of the behaviour that
realists fail to fit into a functional framework (Johnston, 1995; Johnston, 1999:
519–523; Heiselberg, 2003). Thus, constructivists would argue that we 
must study the EU by assessing the way in which EU policy is shaped by
embedded ideas in addition to the external balance of power – which will
perhaps lead us to appreciate the growing influence of these ideas over time.
Classical realists take issue with such an approach to strategic ideas and cul-
ture because they refuse to separate culture and behaviour – akin to separat-
ing mind and body – and thus refuse to accept the argument that geopolitical
behaviour may not be influenced by strategic culture. To the contrary, ‘all
strategic behaviour is affected by human beings who cannot help but be 
cultural agents’ (Gray, 1999a: 49–69; Gray, 1999b). 

In the analysis of the EU, we should therefore treat culture as a context 
that, if integrated and coordinated, can help actors overcome even serious
obstacles to cooperation; conversely, culture can be the predominant source
of strategic incoherence. Assessments of the current EU ‘cultural context’
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may begin with André Beaufre’s definition of strategy as the ‘art of dialectic
wills using force to solve their conflict’ (Beaufre, 1998: 32–34). If strategy is
thus characterized, we can by extension say that strategic culture involves
the habit of thinking along certain lines. Two implications follow.

First, since strategy concerns opposing wills, strategic thinking must by
implication involve thinking about zero-sum conflicts and one’s stake in
them. At issue is a willingness to regard oneself – and a tradition of so doing
– as an actor that regularly engages in direct confrontations that involve an
enemy (‘the other’) and that can be resolved with force (a zero-sum game).
States may pessimistically believe that conflicts are endemic and that strategy
is a recurrent necessity. States may optimistically believe that strategy is
important but also that the ‘other’ can be incited to change – that its nature
can be transformed – and therefore that strategic behaviour, as defined here,
can come to an end. 

Second, since strategy involves the use of force, strategic thinking must
include conceptions of the way in which policy and military force relate.
Traditionally, great powers have been willing to use force for a range of 
policy goals – from gunboat diplomacy to total war. It may also be that great
powers come to regard military force as a very last resort that in addition
must be used in restricted ways. In short, states may view force as a natural
and widespread feature of anarchical international relations, or may alter-
natively view it as a potent factor strongly restrained by international law –
the jus ad bellum and jus in bello (the law with respect to legitimate grounds
for going to war and the law regarding behaviour during war).

In sum, instead of identifying a set of particularly potent Brussels-based
ideas and examining the rate at which these ideas impact on policy, this 
article suggest another method for assessing the EU’s propensity for
developing a strategic culture, that of using both predominant ideas and EU
policy (i.e. behaviour) to answer questions related to the EU as a context for
states’ coordinated defence policies. The questions that will be asked are
whether the EU possesses a consensus on the nature of strategic relations –
are they inevitable and regular, or are they amendable and modifiable? – and
whether it possesses a consensus on the use of force – should military 
forces be used to the extent dictated by national interests, or must they be
restricted by international law?

Strategic Europe?

The question of whether Europe – and more particularly the EU – has a
strategic sense of the purpose and utility of military force is easy to discard
because of the obvious differences in national outlook, ranging from coun-
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tries such as France and the UK maintaining that force must be used to
defend interests to countries such as Austria, Finland and Sweden arguing
that force must be restrained as much as possible, and ranging from coun-
tries such as the UK and Denmark believing that strategy must involve tight
transatlantic relations to countries such as France and Belgium believing that
strategy must be based on European autonomy. This is not new. The real
issue concerns the ‘centre of gravity’ (Heisbourg, 2000b: section II.3; see also
Heisbourg, 2000a), which is assessed below: Is the EU gaining a more coher-
ent conception of its values and the principal threats to these values, and are
operations involving the use of military force gaining in legitimacy?

The EU espouses a set of fundamentally liberal values – democracy, the
rule of law and individual freedom – and professes confidence that progress
is possible. Article 2 of the Treaty on European Union lays out the collective
vision, tying internal values such as ‘economic and social progress’, ‘sustain-
able development’ and ‘an area of freedom, security, and justice’ to the 
exterior, where the Union must not merely defend its interests but ‘assert its
identity’ (European Union, 2002: Article 2). This liberal emphasis is not only
repeated but also made stronger in the new Union treaty, a draft of which
was presented to governments by the European Convention in July 2003.
The draft treaty now declares that ‘reunited Europe intends to continue
along the path of civilisation, progress and prosperity’, and that it wishes to
‘strive for peace, justice and solidarity throughout the world’ (European
Convention, 2003). ‘In its relation with the wider world’, the draft treaty con-
tinues, ‘the Union shall uphold and promote its values and interests’ (Article
3.4).

Whether the verb used is the current one, ‘asserting’, or the potential new
one, ‘promoting’, it is unquestionable that the EU assumes a role of implant-
ing its values abroad. This is liberal expansionism because, in the vocabulary
of Arnold Wolfers (1968: 73), the EU has both ‘possession goals’ and ‘milieu
goals’. In fact, the EU increasingly has the latter: the new draft treaty states
that the CFSP is ‘designed to advance in the wider world, the principles
which have inspired [the Union’s] creation’, where the current treaty less
expansively talks about ‘strengthening international cooperation’ and
‘developing and consolidating’ democracy. With time, it becomes clearer
that the EU hopes to transform illiberal regions into liberal ones and would
feel safer if the surrounding world looked more like the EU itself.

This can be seen in relation to EU engagements in the Balkans, where the
Union in the early 1990s suffered diplomatic defeat but where subsequent
engagements have had greater, if still limited, success. An analysis of EU
instruments and actions reveals not only that the EU attempted conflict 
resolution but also that it moved gradually from a position of ‘providing
relief’ to ‘promoting democracy’ (Rynning, 2001: 71–86). The EU’s High
Representative, Javier Solana, also underscores this latter ambitious goal.
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Speaking to the people undertaking the EU’s first operation under the
European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP), the personnel of the EU
Police Mission to Bosnia and Herzegovina (EUMP), Solana noted that ‘demo-
cratic policing’ was yet another step in the construction of a ‘peaceful, 
democratic country’ (Solana, 2003b). Resolving other peoples’ conflicts and
promoting democracy is also the motive behind the EU’s decision to assume
responsibility from March 2003 for NATO’s Operation Harmony in
Macedonia (subsequently labelled Operation Concordia) and the likelihood
that the EU from 2004 will run the stabilization force in Bosnia, currently run
by NATO.

The ambition to cultivate democracy within Europe and promote it global-
ly is a longstanding one, but recently the EU has taken steps to develop into
a community of values – going beyond its Maastricht status as a political
community where values were predominantly rooted in the component
parts of the Union, the nation-states – and with this new community looks
set to promote values vis-à-vis the interior (i.e. using the new ‘fundamental
rights’ of individuals inscribed in the treaty to constrain states) and the 
exterior (i.e. using among other means the strengthened security and defence
policy to constrain external actors). By implication, the EU builds on the view
that it can actively contribute to regime change in other countries – be those
Serbia or Bosnia – just as the USA believes it can be a force for good in
Afghanistan and Iraq. This brings us to the question of the use of military
force.

In 2002–03, France and the UK experienced great differences in relation to
the issue of intervention in Iraq, which the USA had been calling for since
mid-2002. The diplomatic drama was widely perceived to represent a set-
back for the ESDP at a moment when the latter was moving from the 
planning phase (i.e. the Saint-Malo process)1 to the phase of real operations
(i.e. in Bosnia and Macedonia). However, this disagreement does not directly
affect the underlying agreement to promote European crisis-management
capabilities. Thus, in the midst of the Iraq crisis in 2003, the same two 
countries united to suggest a blueprint for how the EU – in a fairly ambitious
move – could take over NATO’s peacekeeping mission in Bosnia in 2004.
They also pressed ahead in March 2003 with bilateral planning for a greater
EU role in African security affairs – a region in which the two countries have
historic interests.2 These initiatives were inspired by the general Franco-
British agreement of 4 February 2003 to, among other things, push the EU
into operational responsibilities, elaborate a solidarity clause for the new EU

484 Security Dialogue vol. 34, no. 4, December 2003

1 The UK and France activated the defence dimension of the CFSP in December 1998 with their declaration
that ‘the Union must have the capacity for autonomous action, backed up by credible military forces,
the means to decide to use them, and a readiness to do so, in order to respond to international crises’
(see para. 2 of the ‘Joint Declaration Issued at the British–French Summit, Saint-Malo, France, 3–4
December 1998’; available at http://www.fco.gov.uk ).

2 See EU Observer, 2003a; Financial Times, 2003.
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treaty and incite the production of greater European defence capabilities.3 In
June 2003, operational responsibility captured the agenda just a month after
the EU had declared its rapid reaction force of up to 60,000 soldiers opera-
tional for peacekeeping purposes, when the EU undertook its first military
operation outside of Europe and without NATO assistance to secure the
town of Bunia in northeast Congo, which was threatened by civil war and a
refugee crisis. The first EU forces arrived on 6 June, and the mission (Opera-
tion Artemis) concluded on 1 September, having involved a force of up to
1,000 soldiers.4

What are the precise implications for the use of military force? First of all,
there is a sustained trend towards increased willingness to contemplate the
use of force, and the Franco-British agreement of 1998 has survived the Iraq
debacle. Moreover, there is a contrast between the recent operation in Bunia
and that conducted by NATO in Kosovo in 1999 that deserves emphasis. 

In Kosovo, the allies conducted a graduated bombing campaign on the
basis of what was at best an indirect UN Security Council mandate. The
campaign turned out to be a compromise between the European wish to
coordinate military force with diplomatic negotiations and the USA’s wish –
that of the Pentagon, in particular – to use overwhelming force to strike at 
the enemy’s centre of gravity and thus win the confrontation as rapidly and
decisively as possible (see Clark, 2001). Once action takes place outside the
NATO framework, the European emphasis on diplomacy as well as explicit
UN Security Council mandates emerge clearly. The UN mandated Operation
Artemis (Resolution 1484). Moreover, the EU may be able to react as fast as
NATO can – using a framework nation to kick off the operation (in this case
France) and then subsequently pulling it into the EU proper – but the EU has
a concept of force that is less robust than that of NATO.5 The concept is not
a question of treaty rhetoric but of instructions to the operations commander.
Its less robust nature is indicative of the same European inhibition that was
seen in Kosovo with regard to applying force to win campaigns.

It is fair to reason that the European use of force will likely resemble that 
of the doctrine of just war: military coercion will take place only when 
mandated by international law (jus ad bellum), and the use of force will be
severely constrained (jus in bello). There may be exceptions: after all, Euro-
pean nations strongly supported intervention in Kosovo even though the
UN mandate was weak. But these will remain exceptions, however, and even
then they will be wrapped in new doctrines indicative of the European desire
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3 See the joint ‘Franco-British Declaration on the Reinforcement of European Cooperation in Security and
Defence Matters, Le Touquet, 4 February 2003’; available in French at http://www.france.fi/
ambassade/actu/actufrancais/euro-040203.htm (10 September 2003).

4 The EU force formally handed the mission over to the UN on 1 September, though a reduced force stayed
on for two weeks to smooth the transition.

5 The following information was obtained by the author in an interview with an EU official, June 2003.
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to support rules and institutions.6 Thus, the outline of a new EU Security
Strategy, which Javier Solana presented in June 2003 to the European
Council and which the Council will finally adopt in December 2003, speaks
of three strategic objectives, with the first two being that the EU must con-
tribute to ‘good governance’ in the European neighbourhood and build ‘an
international order based on effective multilateralism’, before moving on to
the third, tackling new and old threats. That a European consensus – and
thus the foundation for a EU strategic culture – can be founded only on UN
rules and norms seems to be the conclusion.7

In sum, the EU is presented by its member-states as a liberal force for the
good of democracy within the Union, as well as a Union with a mission to
promote its ‘identity’ in world politics. This liberal ambition implies that
opponents of the Union are predominantly illiberal, and thus in a sense 
enemies, but also that enemies can be transformed. In short, the EU believes
that progress in world politics is possible, just as the Union purports to 
represent progress in Europe. The external ambition translates into a policy
of resolving other peoples’ conflicts by military means if necessary, but
without violating international law.

Barriers to Liberal-Power Europe

The liberal vision is a heroic one, portraying European nations as liberators
and opponents of evil-doing. But the heroic vision involves dangers, because
it may strain internal consensus – for example, if an intervention in, say,
Sudan goes wrong and military efforts must escalate dramatically – and
because other people may oppose this version of the ‘white man’s burden’.
Two issues have the potential to undermine the liberal-power vision. The
first concerns internal relations and the dissent that failing democratization
likely will cause; the second concerns the new struggle against terrorism and
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6 For instance, British Prime Minister Tony Blair (1999) espoused a new jus in bello doctrine in April 1999 by
laying down five rules for military intervention – including humanitarian emergency, exhaustion of
diplomacy and political readiness for long-term involvement – to ‘establish and spread the values of
liberty, the rule of law, human rights and an open society’. In September of the same year, UN Secretary-
General Kofi Annan laid down the foundation for a similarly new humanitarian doctrine of intervention
by arguing that state sovereignty must in exceptional circumstances give way to ‘individual sover-
eignty’ (see Prins, 2002: 146).

7 One of the anonymous reviewers of this article alerted me to the possibility that this conclusion may not
be tenable because the pro-UN camp in the case of Iraq counted very few European countries – though
France and Germany were among them – while the clear majority supported the British–American
position. I stick to the conclusion, however, because a consensus must include precisely France and
Germany, and also because a European strategic culture is connected to the idea of autonomous EU
action. While unable to predict events, I consider the likelihood that a strong European coalition for
ignoring UN mandates will form in the absence of a determined US lead slim, if not negligible.

01_Security Dialogue 34/4  11/14/03  3:06 PM  Page 486



the declining ability of the EU to focus on benevolent progress rather than
lethal combat.

‘States are not single-purpose organizations like hospitals, golf clubs, or
banking establishments’ and policymakers will therefore ‘seek to maximize
value in accordance with ever-fluctuating value patterns’ (Wolfers, 1968: 90).
The troubling implication for the EU is that states will wed the liberal ambi-
tion to their particular understanding of power, glory and ideas, that policy-
makers, to attain political efficiency at a European level, must establish a 
policymaking centre capable of withstanding pressures from fluctuating
interest groups, voters and political constituencies, but also that these same
policymakers will wish to maintain political control in order to satisfy their
national constituencies and political traditions. 

At issue is a logic of diversity, which was once described as consisting of
national ‘situations’ comprised of history, culture and memories that set up
‘complicated limits that affect freedom of choice’ (Hoffmann, 1974: 368). This
logic is still applicable, albeit in new ways. As in the past, policymakers 
rooted in nation-states are reluctant to surrender initiative and power, but
now in the current context of political union and CFSP–ESDP seek decision-
making compromises in the shape of elaborate but also cumbersome bureau-
cracies and rules that are suited to the process and culture of negotiation but
not designed to optimize European executive authority. 

The outcome is an intergovernmental construction with common European
ornaments that is capable of exercising structural but not coercive power.
Structural power is possible because the EU members can use cumbersome
negotiations to elaborate norms and institutions that will constrain not only
the members themselves but also prospective members and recipients of EU
aid and assistance (Andréani, 2000: 83). In short, norm-setting may suffice to
change the behaviour of neighbouring countries. Coercive power demands
executive authority to make decisions and command resources, however,
and this the EU will gain only if it turns away from the reigning ‘post-
modern’ paradigm of multilevel and complex governance, and builds a
‘modern’ political centre capable of applying military force to solve conflicts
of will. 

The Kosovo intervention of 1999 provides a case illustration of continuing
EU weakness. The failure to reach a diplomatic settlement through 1998 and
in early 1999 brought about the allied intervention – a case of coercive power.
Serb intransigence, as well as NATO’s self-imposed limits on the use of force,
condemned the Atlantic Alliance to conduct an unexpectedly drawn-out air
campaign that provoked political fissures on the issue of decisive versus
graduated strikes, and by implication between political control and military
effectiveness. The most capable ally, the USA, naturally dominated the 
operation. Still, the military commander, General Wesley Clark, recalls that
‘European allies vigorously participated in targeting and strategy’ and that
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the ‘target clearance process’ continued to broaden owing to demands for
direct national influence (Clark, 2001: 426–429). By implication, if the EU was
to undertake a coercive operation akin to the one in Kosovo, it would with-
out doubt experience a similar demand for national influence at all levels and
probably from the very outset, and would not be able to rely on one strong
national chain of command to guide and integrate planning. Moreover,
because the adversary deploys countermeasures for every allied measure,
political leadership must be free to make rapid decisions and be uncon-
strained in its command of resources. Governance by postmodern com-
plexity (i.e. intergovernmentalism diluted by elaborate European voting 
procedures, multiple levels of bureaucracy and overlapping competences)
does not qualify in this context.

According to the draft treaty, the EU may be about to establish a President
of the European Council and an EU Foreign Minister – the former replacing
the rotating presidency, the latter combining the competences of the Coun-
cil’s current High Representative and the Commission’s Commissioner for
External Relations – which could be indicative of power being centralized in
foreign policy matters. The reforms, if implemented, are likely to affect the
above conclusion only marginally, however, because neither the new Presi-
dent nor the Foreign Minister will gain significant competences vis-à-vis the
member-states. Some compromises may be made easier, but rapid, decisive
and violent interventions – coercive power – will not.

Terrorism represents a second distinct challenge to liberal-power Europe.
Terrorism is not new, as several European countries readily admit, but 
terrorism may have attained characteristics that the EU is ill prepared to
counter. Terrorism as a type of threat implies asymmetry in terms of means
(it employs simple tools that do not compare to elaborate military hardware)
and ends (it commits otherwise criminal acts to promote a political cause).
Terrorism’s new character refers to the attacks of 11 September 2001 and the
likelihood that the political cause of terrorism – at least this particular brand
of it – is the overthrow of the West (in particular the USA, as the leading 
centre of world power) and the subsequent establishment of a new, reli-
giously inspired order. This cause is fundamental in that it allows no com-
promise: at stake is the West’s basic identity and way of life. Though the
asymmetric form it takes is traditional, global terrorism is radically new in its
purpose.

The EU is ill-prepared to counter this type of threat for two reasons: it is too
loosely structured to find it easy to agree on threats in their early phases
(thus, before they materialize in full), and it is poorly prepared for the mili-
tary engagements that follow (thus the need for coercive power).

‘The most important phase of any counterinsurgency or counterterrorism
campaign’, writes James Kiras, ‘is recognizing that the threat exists’ (Kiras,
2002: 220). Deceptively simple, this task requires a complex ability to assess
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external dynamics that may produce significant threats, and thus a political
ability to prioritize and lead a sophisticated intelligence-gathering and
assessment organization. The EU is challenged in this respect. First of all, the
EU does not possess the needed means of intelligence and assessment and
must rely on the willingness of national governments to provide intelligence.
Such information, acquired at great expense and often also risk, is made
available only in select quantities – and only if governments believe the
exchange will further their national goals. Moreover, EU countries have 
different perceptions of the causes of terrorism. Some would link the phe-
nomenon to poverty, others to the lack of vibrant civil societies, still others to
clientelist values, and so on. Maybe all of these explanations are accurate to
some extent, but the problem for the EU is that multiple lenses – sometimes
clouded by diverging political or economic interests – make it hard to agree
on the countries or societies that are likely to produce tomorrow’s terrorists.

The EU is hampered also by the nature of the conflict: it is zero-sum, where
the EU hitherto has contemplated military operations that would result in
positive-sum situations (the previous belligerents would make peace and
become like the EU). The terrorists who struck on 11 September 2001 are
deeply convinced of their cause (otherwise they would not die for it), and the
likelihood that Western countries can reform these people is slim. In conse-
quence, terrorism involves lethal combat where one side wins and the other
loses. Military combat thus takes on an old characteristic, in spite of its new
asymmetrical setting: one must strike at the enemy’s centre of gravity and
fight to win. 

The USA under the Bush administration has declared its willingness to
fight ruthlessly to prevail in this conflict. The administration believes that the
threat is likely to grow sharply, because terrorists could use weapons of mass
destruction, and is therefore ready to ignore established rules of war: ‘The
inability to deter a potential attacker, the immediacy of today’s threats, and
the magnitude of potential harm that could be caused by our adversaries’
choice of weapons, do not permit that option. We cannot let our enemies
strike first’.8 While Javier Solana’s draft strategy paper of June 2003 does con-
tain a reference to ‘pre-emptive engagement’, the fact of the matter remains
that the EU is not yet ready to link the defence of its values to the idea, much
less the practice, of pre-emptive strikes.9

Democracy by example (a passive strategy) or democracy by design (an
active strategy)? This question haunts Europe in an era of continuing 
national diversity, developing complex governance and emerging new
threats in the shape of terrorism. The idea of a liberal power at the European
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8 See Chapter 5 of ‘The National Security Strategy of the United States of America’, Washington, DC,
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9 Solana’s reference to ‘pre-emptive engagement’ comes in the section on ‘Strengthening the International
Order’, and not in the subsequent section on ‘Countering the Threats’ (see Solana, 2003a: 10).
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level was long entertained by proponents of European integration and
seemed to gain life in 1998–99 when the UK and France decided to support
a European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP). The fate of this idea, faced
with obstacles and challenges, is discussed in the final section.

The Future: Which Past To Resemble?

The conclusion that the EU cannot fulfil its own promise to become a force
of good in world politics seems rash, if only because the EU exerts consider-
able structural power in its near abroad. It is reasonable to question the 
ability of the EU to become a player in strategic affairs where great powers
traditionally distinguish themselves, however, and we should therefore
inquire into another more likely trajectory. By historical analogy, the EU can
travel several paths. 

The first path is represented by 18th-century Europe and the idea that 
the building blocks – European nations – may be different and ultimately
irreconcilable, but that European governance can emerge from a ‘trans-
national’ elite competing for power within a shared space of language
(French) and symbols (aristocratic). The key concerns elite socialization, long
emphasized by analysts of ‘political culture’, and the argument that political
culture represents the crucial infrastructure of power, and that individuals
on their way to the apex of power can be socialized into thinking alike.

Today, this could refer to European institutions and the emergence of a
European policymaking elite. Observers of European foreign policy co-
operation preceding the CFSP–ESDP noted that, in the confined world of
diplomacy, a habit of cooperation emerged, a ‘concertation reflex’ (Ifestos,
1987: 238–244; Nuttall, 1992: 308 ff.). The EU has reinforced this reflex:
according to Jolyon Howorth, a new type of ‘supranational intergovernmen-
talism’ emerges from persistent interaction among national policymakers
and various legitimate ‘agents’ of states, including Brussels-based bureau-
crats (Howorth, 2000; see section II.1). Following Niblett & Wallace (2001),
one might add that policymaking consensus needs a supportive ‘elite public’
to sustain debate outside policymaking circles and nourish the idea of one
Europe, and thus avoid the trap of nationalized geopolitics that allegedly
was a cause of Europe’s weakness in the early 1990s.10

This scenario contains a problem, however, in that continued ‘supra-
national intergovernmentalism’ builds on a confined world of diplomats and
observers of diplomacy. Unless the European Union reaches a federal level –
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10 This is also the reaction of William Wallace to the Solana strategy paper: the real test is whether foreign
policy elites within Europe will listen (Wallace, 2003).
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whereby the world of foreign policymaking elites is penetrated formally by
institutions and informally by people and the media regarding this world as
a legitimate source of policymaking – then ‘supranational integovernmental-
ism’ is likely to suffer from limited legitimacy, which directly impacts on its
ability to mobilize people and resources. In short, a EU with elite policy-
making consensus is still likely to be a weak power.

Another option exists for combining legitimacy and power: great-power
cooperation akin to that of 19th-century Europe. The powers that had 
defeated France met in 1818 in a first congress to steer a course for France
and later for Europe as a region, and, while interests varied, those powers
agreed that stability necessitated a common front against national revolu-
tionary movements. Today, the issue would be one of great powers con-
certing their policies to craft a common framework for European action and
thus to prevent renewed nationalism and disintegration. In the view of Julian
Lindley-French (2002: 800, 804–805), such great-power cooperation is today
necessary precisely because transnationalism does not work:

Developments take place not as a consequence of an agreed transnational strategic 
concept but as the outcome of many contending concepts which render the security
architecture profoundly unsteady. . . . One thing is clear: the great powers of western
Europe will once again have to lead the wider Europe towards a new security system.

While great-power concerts are legitimate from the perspective of the great
powers, the problem remains that the concert may be considered illegitimate
by most other countries – small countries having no option for entering the
great-power concert, or larger countries feeling unjustly excluded. A perma-
nent concert of ‘the big ones’ may therefore be a recipe for distress rather
than comfort.

The solution to the EU’s quandary – a liberal foundation for power politics,
obstacles to cooperation and trajectories difficult to travel – lies in European
cooperation in several tiers. The EU should limit its ambitions to that which
is possible: liberally inspired diplomacy. Flexible coalitions outside the EU
framework should then take over militarily and conduct strategic engage-
ments to add coercive power to the EU’s structural power. In terms of the
above two trajectories, this implies for the EU a continued effort to trans-
nationalize political perspectives and to root these in legitimate political
structures; for flexible integration, it requires the meeting between great-
power concerts and the transnationalism of the EU.

First, the EU’s potential for coherent action lies in the domains that do not
touch on strategic military action, and that thus do not involve the con-
struction of a ‘modern’ EU polity capable of commanding military forces for
the purpose of war (as opposed to peacekeeping and conflict resolution).
Enlargement of the EU from 15 to 25 countries only confirms this observa-
tion: the future architecture is much more likely to be ‘postmodern’ or

Sten Rynning Towards a Strategic Culture for the EU 491

01_Security Dialogue 34/4  11/14/03  3:06 PM  Page 491



vaguely federal in the light of its complex national foundations, and thus not
an architecture designed to spearhead external and forceful action. 

By implication, if the EU decided to play to its strengths, it would revise its
definition of security policy within its reach, particularly the upper end of
the Petersberg tasks. The range could be cut down so that ‘peacemaking’
either disappeared or was articulated in such a form that the EU would call
on delegate bodies or coalitions to undertake such tasks. Instead, the EU
might focus on new threats and new tasks such as ‘homeland defence’.
Several steps have already been taken in this direction. The Thessaloniki
summit of June 2003 called for enhanced cross-pillar cooperation within the
Union, proposed creating a database to link military capabilities to civilian
protection and established measures to strengthen the ability to react to
nuclear, biological and chemical threats (European Union, 2003). The draft
treaty, moreover, contains a solidarity clause that can be invoked ‘if a
Member State is the victim of a terrorist attack or natural or man-made 
disaster’, and that calls on the Union to mobilize all instruments in response,
including ‘military resources made available by the Member States’ (Euro-
pean Convention, 2003: Article 42). The solidarity clause thus cuts across 
pillars.11

The most difficult challenge will be to link the EU, which is highly institu-
tionalized, to flexible military coalitions, by nature informal and fleeting. In
principle, such a link could have three components, of which the first would
be the agreement by all members that ad hoc coalitions must take place in
respect of EU principles and policies – which in fact is already the case;
according to Article 11.2 of the treaty, member-states ‘shall refrain from any
action which is contrary to the Union or is likely to impair its effectiveness as
a cohesive force in international relations’ (European Union, 2002: Article
17). This could possibly be further elaborated to emphasize that the EU – ‘as
a cohesive force’ – does not aim to undertake defence policy and therefore
encourages ad hoc coalitions. A consultation procedure would then need to
be outlined to enable coalition formation, building on the principle of Article
17.1 that the Union treaty ‘shall not prejudice the specific character of the
security and defence policy of certain Member States and shall respect the
obligations of certain Member States, which see their common defence 
realized in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’ – and also building on
the current draft treaty’s proposal in Article III.211 that ‘the Council of
Ministers may entrust the implementation of a task to a group of Member
States having the necessary capability and the desire to undertake the task’.
But the idea must be that a new consultation procedure should not oblige
states to obtain approval or form groups of a certain size or composition.
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11 The highest-ranking military officer of pillar II – General Hägglund of the EU Military Committee – is
one of many who support cross-pillar cooperation and the establishment of homeland defence in the EU
(EU Observer, 2003b).
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Second, the EU should combine its internal market with an armaments 
policy – the advantages of scale and enhanced competition are obvious – and
thus strengthen its framework role for coalition-making. In short, if states
depend on the EU framework for military hardware, they are unlikely – de
facto in addition to de jure – to undertake policies that could harm the Union.
This prospect is compatible with the recommendation of the draft treaty 
to establish a European Armaments, Research and Military Capabilities
Agency to harmonize procurement and promote technological innovation,
and to build on existing cooperation: OCCAR (Germany, France, Italy and
the UK) and LoI (Germany, Spain, France, Italy, the UK and Sweden).12

Finally, on the question of solidarity clauses, the EU would in this frame-
work have renounced the ambition to construct a common defence, and the
need to introduce a collective-defence clause falls away. The policy of France
and Germany to introduce quite general solidarity clauses – resembling 
collective-defence clauses – in the new treaty is thus irrelevant because the
limit of such clauses will be defined by those of homeland defence. Con-
versely, this would make other parallel ventures of defence cooperation all
the more important: NATO with its defence clause or a new West European
core built around the ideas articulated by France and Germany in January
2003,13 or by France, Germany, Belgium and Luxembourg in the spring of
2003.14

These three measures – cutting loose coalitions of the willing, reinforcing
armaments cooperation and rejecting collective-defence clauses – would
help the EU focus on its benevolent, liberal foreign and security policy, and
shelter the construction from the bruising world of defence. It will not be
easy to reach an agreement to this end, because France and Germany are
advocating both the incorporation of a defence clause as well as measures to
prepare enhanced defence cooperation. The evidence is in the draft treaty:
Article III-214 concerns ‘mutual defence’ cooperation, and Article III-213
‘structured cooperation’ by the able and willing. The UK has announced that
these prospects are unacceptable because enhanced cooperation will turn out
not to be ‘flexible’ but ‘rigid’ – controlled by a permanent core – and poses a
direct challenge to NATO. This article has argued that the EU is not ready to
undertake defence policy. Its recommendations should therefore appeal 
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12 The Agency is the subject matter of Article 40.3 of the draft treaty (European Convention, 2003).
13 The two countries proposed far-reaching measures to further bilateral as well as European integration

when celebrating the 40th anniversary of their Elysée treaty on 22 January 2003. The summit produced
a statement on European affairs in general, and on security and defence policy in particular. See the joint
‘Franco-British Declaration on the Reinforcement of European Cooperation in Security and Defence
Matters, Le Touquet, 4 February 2003’ (note 3 above).

14 These four countries met in Brussels on 29 April 2003 to advance the idea of enhanced defence
cooperation within Western Europe, which the current EU treaty prohibits, and also the possibility for
countries to sign clauses of solidarity and common security. See ‘Declaration commune des chefs d’Etat
et de gouvernement d’Allemagne, de France, du Luxembourg et de Belgique sur la défense euro-
péenne’, Brussels, 29 April 2003; available at http://www.defense.gouv.fr/actualites/discours_
divers/2003/d060503/060503.htm (12 September 2003). See also The Guardian, 2003).
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to British policymakers. The same should in fact be the case for French 
and German policymakers, because through the approach described here
they can protect that which they value (the EU) while reinforcing their real
ability to influence it (enhancing military interoperationability, investing in
research and procurement, and demonstrating leadership in operations).

Conclusion

The EU represents a collective ambition to create and uphold a liberal order
in Europe, and member-states are committed to enlarging this zone of peace
and cooperation. This conclusion stands even if European countries through
late 2002 and 2003 became deeply divided on the issue of Iraq and the 
question of supporting the US intervention. 

The real question is whether the EU can overcome two fundamental 
barriers on its current trajectory toward ever closer integration: one concerns
the need to establish strong leadership in a centralized institution capable of
commanding – not requesting – forces and resources; the other whether the
EU is ready to engage in direct and often lethal fights against threats such as
terrorism. The barriers are fundamental because they contradict the ‘post-
modern’ and complex structure produced by incremental integration, and
confront the benevolent role of solving other peoples’ crises with the harsh
reality of lethal combat and clashes with the laws of war.

The analysis concludes that, given the continuing liberal ambition and 
barriers to growth, the EU must not only, as in the past, cultivate trans-
national liberalism embedded in EU institutions, but must also, in a break
with the past, allow unconstrained coalitions to undertake defence policy,
albeit in respect of EU principles. The EU does not have the capacity to
become a ‘liberal power’. Instead it must encourage coalitions driven by
great powers to cultivate their own type of transnational strategic culture –
coalitions that can be ephemeral or deeply institutionalized, depending on
the political affinities of the involved countries – and then trust that these
coalitions will be driven to respect EU rules and principles by the potential
of EU structural power as well as the dynamics of an integrated armaments
market.

* Sten Rynning is Associate Professor at the Institute of Political Science, University of
Southern Denmark. An earlier version of this article was presented at the panel ‘Con-
ceptualizing the EU’s Foreign and Security Policy: New Questions and New Approaches’
at the ECPR Joint Sessions of Workshops, Edinburgh, February–March 2003. The author
would like to thank the ECPR participants for their constructive comments, and Ane
Møller for editorial assistance. The author is also grateful to the anonymous reviewers as
well as the editor of Security Dialogue for many insightful comments.
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