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Regional Security in a Global Context:
A Critical Appraisal of European
Approaches to Security1

ANDREA ELLNER
Defence Studies Department/Joint Services Command and Staff College, King’s College, London

ABSTRACT The EU has developed a normative approach to security over the past 15
years, which is strongly rooted in the concept of human security. This paper examines where
human security is situated in the contemporary discourse on security and critically assesses
both the concept itself and its application in European security policy. It argues that the
approach has weaknesses in concept and practice which potentially undermine the
normative aspirations of European security, particularly with regard to political agency,
the universalisation of liberal values, legitimacy, sovereignty, the notion of security as a
collective good and the external as well as internal dimensions of the EU as a security
community.

Introduction

The range of security challenges discussed today amongst analysts and policy-

makers in Europe is vast. Anything from health, demographic trends, the

environment and climate, energy and other natural resources over financial

markets, communications technologies, migration, religion, human rights to

failed or rogue states, international organised criminality, terrorism and the

proliferation of Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) is considered relevant

to security.2 These challenges are complex not only because cause and effect can

occur across global, regional and local levels, but also because it is uncertain to

which degree and under what conditions they might translate into actual

threats and when, why or how these might transform from non-violent into

violent threats.3 Indeed the proposers of a grand strategy for the transatlantic

alliance, retired high-ranking military officers who had held appointments in

the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), Klaus Naumann, John

Shalikashvili, Lord Inge, Jacques Lanxade and Henk van der Breemen,
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consider complexity and uncertainty the central characteristics of the current

security environment.4

Europeans define security so widely not least because since the end of the

Cold War and for the near future they do not perceive a direct external state

threat which might take priority.5 Against this background, the perceived

victorious emergence of their economic model from the Cold War as well as

political stability in the European Union and transatlantic relationship,

governments and institutions in Europe moved from a reactive definition of

security*defence against a military threat*to the export of security and

stability after the end of the Cold War. From the early 1990s, NATO, now

uncertain about its purpose in the twenty-first century, engaged in defence

diplomacy, partnership-building and regional enlargement far beyond the

original Washington Treaty Area as well as intervention or stabilisation

operations in so-called failed or failing states.

The EU pursued the same objectives, but by somewhat different means. It

eventually also enlarged its membership. Linked to the development of the

Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) from the early 1990s, later in the

decade it began to develop its military and civilian capabilities for crisis

intervention and stabilisation operations under the European, since the Lisbon

Treaty Common, Security and Defence Policy (E/CSDP). In 2003 it published

its first Security Strategy (ESS), the Strategy against WMD Proliferation and

the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP).6 They approach the aims of

enhancing stability, prosperity and security of member states, the direct

neighbourhood and wider world by promoting positive and countering negative

effects of globalisation, normatively guided political and economic interdepen-

dence through ‘effective multilateralism’, democratisation and, especially in

development policies and crisis management, a comprehensive approach, that

is cross-departmental and cross-sectoral co-operation and co-ordination.

The normative dimensions of the EU’s declared approach to security strongly

imply the concept of human security, which is also widely advocated at non-

governmental and some government levels. It sees individuals as referent

objects of security and aims to transcend the perceived self-regarding, state-

centric nature of national security thinking. In the EU’s declared security policy

it manifests itself in the aspiration to universalise human rights and support,

through ‘effective multilateralism’, adherence to international institutions and

organisations, such as the United Nations. The EU’s human security oriented

approach not only arises from its self-perception as a normative and ethical

power, but also aligns it with the approach of the UN, which originally

conceived and promotes the concept, towards the global context.

The following analysis seeks to show that there are inherent problems in an

approach rooted in concepts of human security. As the case of Japan, an early

adopter of the concept as a foreign policy framework, shows, human security

sits most comfortably with development policy.7 The following analysis focuses

on issues where a human security approach is more difficult to implement or

10 A. Ellner
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even counterproductive, especially the link between normative aspirations and

military intervention and the exportability of the EU’s model of a security

community, which includes the question of political agency both in ‘target

countries’ and within the EU. Before engaging with these questions it is

necessary to ask what the complexity and uncertainty of contemporary security

challenges means for our understanding of security.

Competing Concepts

Thinking about security has become such a differentiated exercise that the

concept is almost indefinable. In the academic discourse there is no longer

consensus on the most significant referent object, whether this is the state, the

individual or global society, or who, as security agent, is to take responsibility

for assuring this referent object’s security. Realist and Liberal schools of

thought agree largely that the state*on behalf of its citizens*has a role in

shaping domestic and international security, although they differ over the

importance of domestic factors in determining states’ external policies, the role

and relative importance of non-state actors in shaping global conditions and

how to deal with conditions of anarchy in the international system. But the

state and with it the idea of sovereignty are also contested. This is due to a rise

in competing global actors, such as inter-governmental or supra-national

organisations or non-state actors, and some governments having relinquished

aspects of sovereignty to such competitors.8 Other states may be denied

sovereignty, if their governments are seen as threats to their societies, or are

classified as ‘failed states’, because their governments are unable to discharge

their social and economic responsibilities to their societies.

Scholars associated with younger approaches to security, especially critical

and to some degree human security, make transformative demands and do not

treat, or even reject the notion of, the state as the central security provider for

itself or as a major actor on whose behalf government agencies can seek to

regulate interaction within society, between states or amongst non-state socio-

economic actors with the aim of peaceful and prosperous co-existence. Critical

security studies assume that the emancipation of the individual*the referent

object*from oppression, deprivation, subjugation or similar phenomena

limiting individual freedom and the ability to live a self-determined life should

be a principal objective of the scholarship and practice of security.9 Through

this lens a national security approach which focuses on the state as referent

object and security agent and establishes a dichotomy between ‘them’ and ‘us’

is immoral. It privileges the security of the self, sees the other as a source of

insecurity and accepts that the self might be secured at the expense of the other.

The latter is a problem realists recognise, too, at the state level: namely the

security dilemma.

For Bill McSweeney and more recently Anthony Burke security for the self,

be it at the individual or another level of societal organisation, can only be

Regional Security in a Global Context 11
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meaningfully established if it is approached as security of the self through, not

against, the other.10 For them a distinction between self (the referent object)

and other (the threat) may provide necessary ordering functions to elites

devising security policy, but if the referent object needs to be secured against a

threat from the other, insecurity is a constitutive element of security. Their

notion of interdependent security presupposes the freedom to exercise human

agency. Security is not freedom from something, because ‘freedom arises only in

relationships of interconnection, mutual dependence and responsibility, not in

separation, control or mastery’.11 Connecting to Kant’s notion that right rests

on mutual dependence of individual freedoms, Burke suggests that this

‘principle of balance and limitation must be extended to the operation of

institutions, technologies and social formations’.12

There are significant benefits of approaches that define security and examine

security practice in a radically different way than the more traditional

approaches, because they question fundamental assumptions of, and potential

consequences for, security practice, but there are also challenges. One emerges

from the ability of these theories to link to political practice. In a brief

examination of the merits of emancipatory International Relations (IR)

theories Roger D. Spegele concluded inter alia that, although there was no

consensus on the need for such a link, emancipatory theory ‘must show how [it]

becomes accessible to the subjects so that they will be motivated or perhaps

self-compelled, to change the structures and conditions which serve as obstacles

to political transformation’ and, furthermore, a sufficiently large number of

people need to support both the theory and the ‘moral attractiveness of the

transformed state’ and be prepared to make the necessary sacrifices to achieve

this state.13 Since the actors of core concern for emancipatory IR theorists by

definition had to claim political agency, it was incumbent upon theorists to

establish the connection to praxis, which would lead individuals to become thus

empowered. Human security and at least the EU’s declared normative security

policy seek to achieve this by promoting human rights and civil society.14 The

conceptualisation of the EU as a security community also implies security

interdependence within the community and this is extended to the global

environment with the EU’s aspirations to pursue foreign and security policies

based on its own framework of values and in partnership with others.15

Security and Foreign Policy

What then do these different perspectives mean for the pursuit of security in a

context marked by a vast range of security challenges, the assumed emaciation

of states or governments as providers of security and the uncertainty about the

nature of and relationship between the referent object and the agents of

security? The notion that security means more than security from violent

threats between states, protection against loss of power and self-determina-

tion,16 pre-dates proposals that emerged in the 1980s to widen the concept of

12 A. Ellner
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security.17 When security studies developed as a separate discipline of IR after

1945, scholars initially did not assume that the use of force and defence against

violent inter-state threats could be the principal concern of policy-makers.

National security was seen as depending on social, political, economic,

environmental and military aspects; it was one objective of foreign policy not

the aim of specific security policies, which required distinct approaches. The

narrow linkage between security and force, which essentially reduced security to

defence, only arose in the shadow of the atom bomb and was a product of Cold

War myopia, as David Baldwin observed in his 1991 survey of the field.18 He

wondered whether, after the Cold War, security studies should be re-integrated

into foreign policy analysis in order to accommodate the diversification of the

concept from a strategic and military focus to the broader understanding of

security.

This bears the risk of further securitising all aspects of foreign policy, but

could clarify the role of the state in regional and international or global

security. Arguably there are echoes of this approach in the EU’s linkage of

security to foreign as well as defence policy in CFSP and CSDP respectively.

Considering that European countries currently do not perceive themselves to be

under an external state threat, it is not clear against what they are in the narrow

sense aiming to defend themselves. Hence, CSDP can be understood as a sub-

set of CFSP, because it seeks to provide tools for dealing with the harder

aspects of crisis management. This and the increasingly pronounced effort at

embedding crisis management and stabilisation operations in the longer-term

aims of stability-building, for example with the reforms agreed in the Lisbon

Treaty aimed at bridging the gap between the inter-governmental Council and

the supra-national Commission, suggests that the EU is not only seeking to

build its capacity for implementing the comprehensive approach,19 but also sees

security and stability as part of overall foreign policy.

This opens up the analysis of European security policies to a proposal

Baldwin made in 1997 of a more methodical approach to conceptualising

security than he thought the ‘cottage industry’ engaged in redefining security

had produced.20 He defined security, with reference to Arnold Wolfers, as ‘a

low probability of damage to acquired values’ and suggested specifying the

definition by answering the question, in short: How much security for whom

and for which values?21 When he distinguished between the individual, state

and international system as potential loci for answers to the question ‘security

for whom?’ and suggested that ‘the choice [depended] on the specific research

question to be addressed’, he seemed to make the choice of the referent object

dependent on the level of analysis.22 For human security this is too difficult

operationalise, but if one assumes that states or state-led organisations are

leading security agents, the link between level of analysis and referent object

remains valid. The EU is clearly seeking to retain this position and so are

member states, not least by adapting organisations of government and
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governance to manage better*at and across different levels*the wide variety

of actors conducive or detrimental to the state’s and society’s security.

In Britain, for example, two think-tanks produced discussion papers which

dealt with the need for institutional and procedural reform in order to facilitate

more transparent, effective and co-ordinated policy-making and implementa-

tion across government agencies as well as multilevel and multilateral co-

operation beyond state boundaries.23 In its National Security Strategy (NSS) of

March 2008 the British government, an early advocate of the comprehensive

approach, announced that it intended to ‘bring together the objectives and

plans of all departments, agencies and forces involved in protecting our

national security’ and add ‘greater focus and integration’ to an ongoing reform

process aimed at facilitating cross-departmental co-operation.24 The strategy

alludes to elements of human security when it emphasises the centrality of

people and the need to protect their security and human rights at home and

abroad. It is, however, never as explicit as Ian Kearns’ and Ken Gude’s

discussion piece on the possible shape of the NSS published a month earlier.

They advocated human security as the frame of reference for an NSS.25 But is

this idea not an oxymoron?

Human Security in Foreign and Security Policy

The 1994 UN Human Development Report is usually seen as the document

proposing the first definition of human security and launching the concept at

the global level; the latter with quite some success, as a range of governments

adopted the concept as a foreign policy framework.26 It sought to shift the

emphasis from a narrow concern with the security of states from violent threats

against territory and national interests to security in people’s daily lives and

defined seven elements of the concept: economic, food, health, environmental,

personal, community and political security.27 Central to the approach is the

focus on the individual as the referent object, the perception of the state as a

potential threat to its own people and the link between security, human rights,

socio-economic and political development as well as concern for the global

environment regarding access to clean resources, such as water, the protection

of the global commons and climate. Human security’s conception of the state as

a potential threat to individuals suggests that the state should be treated with

great caution as a security agent, but this is not necessarily so.

The 2005 UN Human Development Report introduced contemporary

security challenges to the developed and developing world with the words of

US Secretary of State Edward R. Stettinius, who in 1945 reported to his

government on the UN founding conference that, the

battle of peace has to be fought on two fronts. The first is the security

front where victory spells freedom from fear. The second is the economic

14 A. Ellner
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and social front where victory means freedom from want. Only victory on

both fronts can assure the world of an enduring peace.28

The twin aspects of Freedom from Fear, ‘which addresses threats to the physical

and psychological integrity of people’, and Freedom from Want, ‘which

addresses threats to the socio-economic well-being of people’,29 are at the core

of contemporary human security concepts. Stettinius seemed to consolidate this

thinking when he added: ‘No provisions that can be written into the Charter

will enable the Security Council to make the world secure from war if men and

women have no security in their homes and their jobs.’30 He defined the state as

principal security agent and referent object, but by including physical, social

and economic dimensions he connected individual and international levels and

applied a pre-Cold War definition of security. Yet state�society relations

differed from those in the current context. Governments, apart from their

centrality in the ongoing war, had a strong role in regulating finance, trade and

economics and providing social welfare. International non-governmental

organisations (INGOs) had previously been influential, but were recovering

from a slump at the start of the war; it is worth noting that even by the twenty-

first century they did not reach the numbers and support they had between the

two World Wars or before World War I.31 The only political international

organisation, the UN, had just been founded on the principle of the

inviolability of state sovereignty. Amongst western allies, the liberal democratic

contractual arrangement of societies regulating themselves and individuals

relinquishing certain rights and transferring responsibilities to the government

seemed intact. The inside�outside divide was not complete, but responsibility

for the security of state and society lay with governments. Since they were

accountable to society, it could and later did, for example through unions or the

student movements of the 1960s, exercise its political agency and engage in

discourses on which values were to be protected by what means.

The embrace of human security concepts by governments, regional and

international organisations suggests that the time for Stettinius’ ideas has come,

but contemporary human security concepts do not necessarily share his

perception of the role of the state. Kearns and Gude have described the

concept as explicitly rejecting an ‘actor-led approach in defining the terrain of

security policy in favour of an issue-led approach’ in order to broaden thinking

about security beyond those of traditional security agencies, such as the police

or military, which are part, but ‘not the embodiment’, of the terrain.32 Yet even

greater scope in mapping this terrain is not necessarily desirable. Human

security has long been controversial, because of its all-embracing definition of

security, the difficulty in operationalising it and its ambivalent attitude towards

the state and sovereignty.33 For Roland Paris it has only taxonomic purposes.34

Its co-option into practice, though a central aim from the start, beyond
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development policy exposed some of the concept’s particularly problematic

aspects.

For Tara McCormack the terrorist attacks on the US of 11 September 2001

were a salient event. Since then human security has ‘if anything only gained in

stature’, because the attacks put in even sharper focus the ‘vulnerable,

impoverished individual being drawn into terrorism, and the potential

insecurities arising from ‘‘failed states’’ as the well-springs of terror’.35 In her

view terrorism fitted easily into the conception of political, social and economic

aspects of insecurity, which human security regards as the result of negative

reinforcement between the absence of human rights and democracy, and the

existence of poverty, a weak state, intolerance and intra-state violence, a

downward spiral portrayed in documents from the UN over the EU to national

levels.36 The ESS strongly reflects the concept, although the Study Group on

Europe’s Security Capabilities proposed to Javier Solana, EU High Represen-

tative for CFSP, in 2004 that the EU adopt an explicit ‘Human Security

Doctrine’.37

The EU’s WMD Non-proliferation Strategy not only aims to prevent illicit

state and non-state actor access to chemical, biological, radiological and nuclear

materials for use in explosive devices. It embeds these efforts in the wider ESS

approach of strengthening international institutions, poverty reduction, devel-

opment assistance, human rights promotion and addressing the root causes of

instability at state, sub-state and regional levels. Yet poverty reduction and

development have limited reach as tools of counter-terrorism, not so much

because al-Qaeda inspired terrorists, especially those in leading positions, are

often educated and with relatively well-off, rather than deprived, backgrounds,38

but because poverty is not the only cause of such terrorism. The EU and NATO

members’ parallel interventions, especially after 9/11, which have fuelled al-

Qaeda inspired terrorism in the regions and Europe, also risk cancelling out the

benefits that soft power tools, sometimes complemented by limited small scale

military deployments, might accrue there and elsewhere. In the long term, the net

effect for European security may at best be neutral, at worst negative. This is not

to advocate disengaging from development assistance and poverty reduction, but

rethinking the rationale for military intervention which developed in the 1990s.

At the time NATO, the EU and their members faced little external resistance to

their policies from state and non-state actors and human security became

intertwined with military intervention, encapsulated in the Blair Government’s

‘enlightened internationalism’ in which military power would be a ‘force for

good’.39 At first the Europeans were engaged in the Balkans, Britain intervened

unilaterally in support of the UN in Sierra Leone in 1999. From 2000 their sights

were set further afield with a growing focus on Africa and after 9/11 Afghanistan

and the Middle East.

In 2001 the UN ‘Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty’

examined the legal and ethical framework for such interventions and produced

the report ‘The Responsibility to Protect’.40 Although it was ‘effectively

16 A. Ellner
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shelved’ after 9/11, the idea progressed through the institution.41 In the

Outcome of the 2005 World Summit, UN member states accepted the

‘responsibility to protect’ not only their own ‘populations from genocide, war

crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity’, but also, as the ‘the

international community’ through the UN Security Council, all populations by

peaceful means or ‘collective action in a timely and decisive manner’ under

Chapter VII ‘should peaceful means be inadequate and national authorities

manifestly fail to protect their populations’.42 In May 2008 there were

unsuccessful calls for the principle to be evoked, lest it be meaningless, over

the cyclone crisis in Burma.43 For the EU these developments are highly

relevant, as it signed an agreement on co-operation in civil�military crisis

management operations with the UN in 2003.44 One might see such

interventions as protecting the security of others, but they highlight starkly

the tension inherent in state-led policy that makes human security oriented

claims and raise problems of legitimacy. Are there better alternatives?

Human Security for a Post-Westphalian System?

If human security concepts aspire to transcending state-directed policy

processes and reject actor-led approaches, this really only makes sense in

conjunction with the idea of an essentially self-regulating system, a global

society, where not states*as in Hedley Bull’s international society*but

individuals are constituent parts.45 Pertinent here is Martin Shaw’s perception

of global society as ‘a diverse social universe in which the unifying forces of

modern production, markets, communications and cultural and political

modernization interact with many global, regional, national and local

segmentations and differentiations’; it is a ‘field of social relations in which

many specific systems have formed’.46 Indeed some see in the notion of the EU

as a normative power a very long-term potential of system change from

‘Westphalian self-regarding to post-Westphalian other-regarding’.47

However, Shaw’s emphasis on unifying forces excludes disruptive actors or

processes in this global society. The concept of global civil society is more

precise, as it is based on empowerment and emancipation of individuals or the

assertion of political agency vis-à-vis such power structures as government

organisations representing the state. Barry Buzan is critical of both, arguing

that the attribute civil in global society may serve the normative and ultimately

liberal agenda of curtailing or reforming the power of the state, but excludes the

‘dark side of the non-state world represented by various kinds of organised

extremists and criminals’.48 Mary Kaldor, a strong advocate of human security,

addressed Buzan’s reservations with her argument that global civil society needs

the support of the state in a global conflict environment where a confluence of

organised crime, non-state, state and transnational violence, especially in what

she calls New Wars, can harm individuals.49 However, the tension between

government policies and the human security paradigm remains.

Regional Security in a Global Context 17
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Defining the individual as the referent object and rejecting the role of

‘traditional’ agents of security in framing the debate may facilitate a problem

oriented perspective that defines security widely and sees it as an interdepen-

dent phenomenon. In conjunction with Shaw’s observations, this is compatible

with the concept of security communities,50 which also sees the emergence of

transnational, multilevel networks of individual government and non-govern-

mental actors, who may be subject experts, businesspeople, members of

(I)NGOs or civil society. These networks are seen to generate shared values

and norms conducive to the security of that community and thus supported by

it, but governments are attributed a greater role than in the ‘issue-led’ approach

of human security, which implies that problem identification leads to the

identification of appropriate security agents.51 This is especially problematic

outside a consensual security community.

If agents, such as INGOs, identify themselves as qualified, they may lack

legitimacy, direction and coherence. They are unelected and driven by partial

objectives whose pursuit may lead to unintended consequences for those

outside their ‘target group’. Foreign governments, too, may face questions over

political legitimacy, if they breach the sovereignty of a state on behalf of its

citizens who may not in their majority accept international legitimisation. Like

governments, non-governmental agents depend on material resources. INGOs

depend on sponsors. Private businesses depend on profit, are accountable to

shareholders and may be in direct conflict with policies supported by states and

INGOs.52 Like governments, non-state actors are thus also guided by objectives

other than assisting the creation of secure space for individual freedoms to be

exercised. Moreover they depend on support in ‘target societies’ and ultimately

its legitimate authorities, who can establish political and legal frameworks

within which citizens can make claims under the freedom from want and fear

principles. Non-state actors may thus be facilitators of security, but they need

to have some relationship with governments. The UN’s embrace of human

security and the ‘responsibility to protect’ conveys international legitimacy

upon state and non-state actors supporting the concepts, but the problem of

legitimacy in the foreign domestic context remains and raises questions about

the link between security, political agency and sovereignty.

Sovereignty and Political Agency

Applying again Baldwin’s definition of security as the protection of acquired

values, which must have material and ideational dimensions, the freedom to

exercise political agency is both a prerequisite and outcome of security. These

aspects are linked to the concept of sovereignty. Benedict Kingsbury has argued

that, despite its weaknesses, sovereignty can provide a protected space for

political discourse and identity-building and counterbalance international

inequality.53 Christopher Bickerton et al. have also rejected the claim that the

decline of sovereignty is a desirable consequence of contemporary international
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politics.54 They have argued that contemporary security concepts and practices

reified security as something to be delivered*a commodity*or imposed,

which left the recipients without scope for exercising political agency. For them

sovereignty provides a framework for political agency, transparency and

accountability. These concepts should also apply to those who might be targets

of intervention. Social entities need to be able to negotiate values before they

can protect them and protect the negotiations that form part of the process of

acquiring them. One cannot assume that the values are static or that the process

of value acquisition is congruent with liberal politics; in extremis such

negotiations may entail violent conflict. This is not to suggest that such

conflicts simply have to run their course until sufficient numbers of combatants

and civilians on each side have been killed for a political process to start. It is to

emphasise that political agency is relevant for security agents and the referent

object, which can otherwise not influence how and to which end it is to be

secured.55

Burke rejected the idea that sovereignty*at any level of human

organisation*creates the conditions for political freedoms to be exercised,

because, he argued with Hannah Arendt, equating sovereignty with freedom

would result not in ‘sovereign domination of oneself’, but ‘arbitrary domina-

tion of all others’.56 However, most recently the interventions in Afghanistan,

sanctioned by the UN, and Iraq have shown that the denial of sovereignty, too,

can have the same effect. In Afghanistan and Iraq the US, with substantial

support from Britain and in Afghanistan NATO and the EU, took ‘enlightened

interventionism’ a step further. Neither operation was launched in the name of

human security, but some declared aims*regime change, deposing a dictatorial

leadership and democracy promotion*echoed its sentiment. The British

Ministry of Defence’s (MoD) declared aim to establish ‘a self-sustaining, stable

and democratic’ state implies the creation of protected space for the exercise of

political agency.57 Yet, like Kosovo in 1999, Afghanistan has become a test case

for NATO’s credibility, because even the much more modest aim of building

stability is proving elusive.

In 2007 the Atlantic Council of the US warned that Afghanistan was at risk

of becoming a failed state and the ramifications for regional and global security

could be worse than failure in Iraq. Saliently, it also warned that if NATO

failed it would lose its credibility, the rationale for its role in global

expeditionary operations would be undermined and it might end up a

‘moribund alliance’, which was ‘reduced to geopolitical irrelevancy and

marginalization’.58 Such underlying reasons for NATO’s continued presence

in Afghanistan are not a prominent part of the public discourse in NATO

countries. For Afghanistan there is a bigger problem: that of defining success,

which defines the effort and direction of an intervention. Will NATO*and the

EU*have succeeded when Afghanistan is a democratic society in which

individuals have the freedom to exercise their human agency or when it is

stable? Non-liberal regimes can also provide stability. This is incompatible with
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declared normative aspirations, but even if it were possible to engineer

democratisation in a comparatively short time and with force, the implementa-

tion of the EU’s and other international sponsors’ reconstruction policies in

Afghanistan does not support this aim. Most funds remain unallocated, donors

contravened conditions of transparency and accountability they imposed on

Afghan authorities, much of the money was spent directly in country, rather

than via Afghan authorities with the involvement of civil society and in sectors

that would facilitate long-term sustainable development of the economy, and

often went to western consultants rather than Afghanis.59 Thus, the prospect is

somewhat remote that Afghan society will be able to reclaim full sovereignty in

the sense Kingsbury suggested, which could entail a form of government not

built on liberal principles, but based on values Afghan society chooses for itself.

Quite apart from this, with the*unexceptional*failure to carry through

declared policy, international sponsors are undermining their credibility and

(moral) authority, if they fail to adhere to standards they impose.60 A ‘pragmatic’

perspective might view double standards as an unavoidable part of political life,

but making normative claims imposes such norms on the actors themselves. Ian

Manners sees the EU as a normative power because it acts according to

substantive and procedural normative principles and seeks to ensure that the

outcomes of its actions are ethically aligned with these principles.61 In his view the

EU leads by example, because it effectively translates its normative principles into

foreign and security policy practice and applies these at home. Whether this

verdict needs to be qualified for the domestic context will be examined below. The

above case shows it is not entirely tenable in its engagement abroad, but it is not

the only example. David Chandler has argued that EU security policy in Bosnia-

Herzegovina did not adequately support the ability of citizens to exercise their

political agency and establish a polity with a legitimate authority accountable to

them.62 Similar criticism has been levelled at the international presence in Kosovo

after 1999.63 So where do these findings leave the EU’s aspiration to be a

normative global actor?

Constraints on the EUs Normative Approach

Manners views the evolution of the EU as a normative actor as work in

progress and recognises that the relative weight of principles, actions and

impact in the EU’s interactions with more problematic state or non-state actors,

such as Russia or Zimbabwe, transnational companies or ‘Wahhabi jihadists’ as

well as its engagement in crisis regions requires further close analysis.64

Arguably these cases will be the litmus test for the sustainability and veracity

of the EU’s principles. He endorses the EU’s self-perception, referenced in the

Lisbon Treaty, that the values which made it a successful (political, economic

and security) community should guide its engagement abroad, and points out

that the principles it promotes*‘sustainable peace, freedom, democracy,

human rights, rule of law, equality, social solidarity, sustainable development
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and good governance’*are ‘generally acknowledged, within the United

Nations system, to be universally applicable’.65 There are, however, limits to

the transferability of a community’s development of common norms and values

which it considers fundamental to the nature and pursuit of its own security.

Generating shared values across communities may not be feasible, even with a

very long-term view and assuming global conditions are conducive.

As Adrian Hyde-Price has argued, there are different and often competing

‘visions of the good life’ in an international system ‘structured on the basis of

particularist individual communities’.66 He sees the EU claiming universality

for its normative aspirations which ‘transcend the particularist claims of

discrete political communities’ in a long line of powerful actors with hegemonic

aspirations, who have used universalist claims to ‘disguise particularist

interests’.67 Indeed hegemonic aspirations have not been absent from the

discourse on EU security policy, as Robert Cooper, former Director-General

for External and Politico-Military Affairs in the European Council and advisor

to Solana, demonstrated, when he suggested in 2002 that the EU transform

itself into a post-modern, norms-based empire, which was also prepared to use

force against ‘rogue’ or failing states.68 It is important here to reiterate that the

EU’s and NATO’s approach of exporting security developed when other actors

could not yet challenge their policies effectively, because this delayed an

inherent conflict between material dependence and norm dissemination.

For example, before Putin’s presidency Russia was much less assertive, as was

China, despite its economic growth in the 1990s, but both, amongst other

actors, have begun to challenge the post-war international system,69 confront

Europeans with their own foreign policy rationale and resist the EU’s

normative objectives, with considerable leverage since the EU depends

economically on both. China is increasingly important for European econo-

mies, but competes with the EU over resources (raw materials; energy) and

approaches to security, especially in Africa, where Chinese investment is seen to

run counter to the EU’s human security oriented policy.70 Russia’s new

assertiveness found its expression not only in the energy sector, but also again

recently in Kosovo.71 Of long-term significance is the EU’s dependence on

Russia’s energy resources in which the state holds major stakes. In view of the

growth of Russia’s energy export market and expansion of the distribution

network, some are speculating that Russia could pursue policy objectives which

used to require force without ever firing a shot. As Ariel Cohen put it,

‘pipelines are much more effective tools of foreign policy than missiles’.72

Naumann et al. are concerned that ‘Russia is able to stop a very large part of

the gas supply to Europe’.73 For the moment, the Russian government’s scope

for blackmailing EU customers*the primary market*is constrained, but it is

only a matter of time until the infrastructure is in place which will make Asian

countries fully fledged competitors.

The EU is not oblivious to this challenge and the constraints it imposes on its

ability to act globally.74 Yet there appears to be a belief in Europe’s centrality
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and potential to influence the global context which does not sufficiently

recognise that the ability to spread norms depends on an actor’s economic and

political clout and weight relative to other states or regional organisations.75 If

projections of the decline of Europe’s role in the world within some two decades

prove correct, the EU is likely to find it increasingly difficult to persuade

others*more or less forcefully*of the merits of its values. Hartmut Meyer

quoted a senior Swedish MoD official projecting that ‘Europe might have only

10 to 15 years left to remain relevant in the twenty-first century. If it does not

act swiftly, convincingly and responsibly, the opportunity to influence world

order might be lost for ever.’76 Yet double standards in applying norms abroad

and being perceived by others as taking the moral high ground does not help

Europe’s long-term security. It signals rightly or wrongly that Europeans do not

recognise that they live in a pluralistic world and are moving from the centre

towards its periphery.

Sven Biscop has shown that in implementing the ENP, the EU is

‘reluctant to speak up for human security’, as it is torn between promoting

stability in order to safeguard its material interests and normatively guided

security and democracy, a conflict it has yet to address.77 Its neighbourhood,

especially the South, perceives the EU as a status quo and aggressive

economic actor, supporting existing, including authoritarian regimes, and

subordinating reform and human rights to economic and energy interests.

Since ‘in the economic sphere the EU often is a very ‘‘traditional’’ power’,

which is incommensurate with its self-image as ‘the benign multilateralist

actor’, Biscop suggests that ‘in the current difficult international climate the

EU model is urgently in need of enhancing its legitimacy’.78 The EU’s ENP

experience illustrates how difficult and slow community-building is when

negotiating shared values has to start from little common ground. He thus

recommends that the ENP emphasise human rights promotion, give

preference to soft over hard power, seek to revive multilateral fora in the

regions and develop a much better reflected approach to interacting with

authoritarian regimes as well as ‘religiously inspired actors without renoun-

cing the Union’s values’.79 Meyer arrives at similar conclusions with regard

to the EU as a global actor. He examined the discrepancies between the

EU’s rhetoric, practice, perception of itself and by others, but also

emphasised its substantial potential to promote responsible international

governance. He suggested that it begin ‘the search for new structures of non-

hegemonic, respectful and responsible cooperation in, by and for a

pluralistic world of increasing, but interdependent, diversity’.80 He proposed

principles for a clearer approach to responsible global politics, but also

acknowledged the importance of ‘living by example’.81 Connecting to the

latter, the following discussion identifies some indicators which suggest that

the EU’s self-perception as security community is beginning to be under-

mined.

22 A. Ellner

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

am
br

id
ge

] 
at

 1
1:

50
 0

9 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
11

 



Security as a Collective Good?

As a regional security community the EU has to presuppose a linkage between

the individual and community from the local to the regional level and define

security as a collective or public good. As a global actor with normative

aspirations it needs to apply this concept globally. In declared policy it does

both.82 The conception of security as a collective good is based on the

assumption that the collective*society*through taxation purchases a good*
security*which cannot be denied to any member of the collective (non-

excludability) and whose availability does not diminish if the number of

beneficiaries increases (non-rival or jointness of supply). For Robert Alexy,

international law scholar, internal and external security of states is uncon-

troversially a collective good.83 On closer inspection this is not entirely tenable.

Elke Krahmann has discussed the commodification of security in relation to

the privatisation of force.84 As discussed, similar concerns apply to EU external

policies, but there is also an internal dimension.
For Tara McCormack human security de-politicises security and securitises

many other policy areas. In her view the assumption of a wide range of security

threats to which individuals can be perpetually exposed, combined with the

notion that the state is essentially suspect as a security agent, recreates a

Hobbesian world in which citizens have no recourse to a discourse on how

governments should deliver on their obligation to protect the collective, let

alone to holding governments accountable.85 Arguably the problem lies deeper

and is connected to the transformation of politics. According to Colin Crouch

western societies have entered a state of post-democracy, because politics has

again become a game of the elite to the detriment of a democratic discourse

involving the wider public.86 Nauman et al. make a similar observation when

they note that western societies are suffering from a loss of the rational, though

they blame the public’s obsession with celebrity culture.87 Both observations

point to the same conclusion: citizens would have to reclaim political agency in

order to be able to negotiate common values society considers worth protecting.

Yet Koen Raes’ analysis of the ‘privatisation of insecurity’ in European

societies suggests the emergence of what this author would call an ‘insecurity

community’. Raes sees this privatisation as a response to individual angst

generated by pervasive insecurity in peoples’ daily lives against which

governments cannot or do not provide protection.88 For him the widely

supported communitarian responses bear the danger of making the problem

worse, because their ‘essential premise’ is ‘the conviction that no morality is

possible between strangers’, hence communitarianism ‘can become a source of

discrimination and exclusion’.89 Michael Reisman, has argued that the effects

of globalisation offer the individual ‘an unprecedentedly broad menu of

opportunities for identification’, from regional or ethnic communities to

transnational business entities, international gangs or internet audiences.
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However, this has not generated ‘the self-sustaining system, which will,

henceforth, guarantee international peace and security’ that some advocates

of globalisation envisaged.90

Instead, ‘the rising transnationalisation of so much critical social and

economic activity and the transnational expansion of some identities’ provoke

resistance in the form of localised reactionary politics and nationalism,

occasionally merged with religiousness. Indeed Davies has shown that western

INGOs risk generating counter-movements and an ideological or more

specifically nationalistic backlash, if they are seen as imposing their values

abroad.91 Reisman explained these trends with an inherent human need for

boundaries, which were a functional necessity for the sustainability of collective

goods and a means of policing the political practice of ‘insiders’. Although

transnational management of the challenges of globalisation was the rational

choice, he warned that this risked aggravating ‘politically exploitable feelings of

personal insecurity, ineffectiveness and inessentiality’.92 In times of crisis not

only those strata of society that were not well placed and sufficiently informed

to benefit from globalisation but also parts of the elite would revert to ‘ancient

codes’ and withdraw into ‘exclusive communities’ that promised security based

on a traditional sense of identity.93 He concluded that protecting human rights,

preventing violent conflict, inter alia by countering the rise of nationalism,

warmongering and demagoguery, and strengthening international institutions

to cope with these global threats was a matter of urgency.

Since Reisman wrote in 1997, his analysis has become even more pertinent.

The EU has responded to such security challenges as terrorism with ‘supra-

nationalisation’, be this intra-EU co-operation on reconnaissance or law

enforcement or the projection of the EU as a normative global actor. But in

the expansion of its authority over counter-terrorism, member states have

prevented domestic debate, governments have evaded accountability and

citizens were denied political agency.94 The debates across Europe on

immigration, often linked to debates on multiculturalism and focused on

Muslim communities, or the divisions over Turkey’s EU candidacy are opening

up social cleavages, which are grounded at the extreme end in a sense of

insecurity or disenfranchisement.95 It is especially corrosive for the notion of

the EU as a security community, if such fears are fuelled by the rhetoric of some

political leaders, such as Roland Koch, Prime Minister of the German state of

Hessen, who caused lasting controversy when he linked increases in youth

violence with the Turkish community during a regional election campaign.96

The tendency of parts of the European elite to revert to ‘ancient codes’ of

national ‘communal’ arrangements plays out not only in the domestic debates

about society. It extends to thinking about ‘national’ security. A recent paper on

the future of British security illustrated this particularly well. Its authors

bemoaned ‘a loss in the United Kingdom of confidence in our own identity,

values, constitution and institutions’, which compounded the effect of having

misjudged the growing threat potential of such factors as ‘Islamist terrorism’ in
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contrast to the reduced traditional threats.97 The result was increased domestic

uncertainty and destabilisation of the international system. British society was

a target, because as a ‘fragmenting, post-Christian society’ it was divided over

its own aims, interpretation of its history as well as political identity, which

contrasted sharply with the ‘firm self-image of those elements in it who refused

to integrate’, a problem worsened by the ‘lack of leadership of the majority

which in mis-placed deference to ‘‘multi-culturalism’’ failed to lay down the line

to immigrant communities, thus undercutting those within them trying to fight

extremism’.98 What ‘laying down the line’ would have entailed is not explained,

but for the authors the London bomb attacks of 7 July 2005 ‘exposed the

weakness of the multi-cultural approach towards Islamists’.99

The authors stressed that trust between the public and government had to be

restored, approaches to security and defence governed by longer-term thinking

and government reformed to cope better with new challenges. However, in

contrast to the two reform proposals cited above, which advocated greater

transparency in security policy, they asserted that the public would have to trust

government in providing for security, because matters of national security

would have to remain secret. Secrecy clearly has its place in national security

and even foreign policy. Yet in a modern democracy society has a stake in

negotiating, to conclude with Baldwin, the values it wishes to protect from

damage and how this might be achieved, especially when these values are

subject to highly interdependent local, regional and global political, social and

economic developments that are spelling substantial change. The same applies

to the EU, no stranger to top-down policy processes, if it intends to function as

a model for a security community based on democratic values.

Conclusions

This paper has aimed to show that security is an elusive concept in the

contemporary regional and global environment, because it has become so all-

embracing that it is at risk of being meaningless and there is little consensus on

the principal security agents. This is particularly problematic as the concept of

sovereignty has also been called into question. Especially human security

concepts, which emphasise issues over actors, are difficult to operationalise and

implement. The paper has found European security policy laden with contra-

dictions inherent in the normative approach Europeans developed during the

1990s. Although adopted by the UN, the EU and some member states as a

framework for security and foreign policy, human security’s ambivalent

position on the role of the state causes tensions in its implementation by

state-led actors. These are particularly noticeable in five areas: (1) the use of

force, where a linkage developed between human security and the principle of

the ‘responsibility to protect’; (2) the limited degree to which intervention and

reconstruction leads to foreign individuals being able to exercise securely their

political and human agency; (3) limited legitimacy of intervening government
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or non-state actors; (4) inconsistent application of norms to the behaviour of

self and others; and (5) conflicts between normative aspirations and the pursuit

of material interests.

As discussed on the example of interventions, especially in Afghanistan,

European policies are not necessarily conducive to creating secure spaces for

the ‘target’ society to exercise its political or human agency, nor do they

necessarily meet the normative standards the EU and other international actors

expect of that society. A particular problem is the issue of legitimacy, which is

relevant to crisis intervention as well as foreign and security policy generally,

because internationally legitimised intervention by states or INGOs on behalf

of foreign citizens may be contested by a significant part of this citizenry. This

leads to several connected aspects of the EU’s normative approach to security

policy that require further critical attention. They revolve around Baldwin’s

definition of security as ‘low probability of damage to acquired values’. Each of

its elements has been shown to be significant for a critical appraisal of the EU’s

or more generally European approaches to regional and global security.

The EU’s normative approach is based on its own experience of creating a

security community based on shared democratic values, which it acquired over

time. Some argue that it seeks to export its model legitimately, because the UN

recognises principal European values as universal, but this universality is not

borne out in an international system of particularist communities. The

challenge for the EU is thus not to persuade neighbours and partners further

afield to adopt European values, but to develop with them common ground

through long-term discourses. The set of values shared across communities

which might emerge from this process is unlikely to be identical with European

values, because the initial value sets can differ substantially. Such cross-societal

discourses, whether they involve diplomats or non-governmental actors, are

also likely to meet resistance.

This should be seen as an aspect of creating a consensual security community

across societies or at least sufficient compatibility between different commu-

nities to generate security interdependence. Only if individuals can exercise their

political agency and engage in a process of negotiating the values they wish to

acquire as a society can that society decide which values it wishes to protect

from damage. Since in a pluralistic world the specific nature of values differs

across societies or communities, it is worth considering whether functional

aspects of norms, such as mutual respect or fairness, should be emphasised

more than specific forms of government or rights. Renewed respect for the

positive aspects of state sovereignty, which this paper has discussed, might

support such processes.

Any further exploration of the above suggestions, however, needs to bear in

mind two significant challenges to the EU’s approach to security, which this

analysis has also examined. These are, firstly, the conflicts*potential or already

existing*between the EU’s material interests and its normative aspirations

and, secondly, trends in European societies, which may undermine its substance
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as a security community. Time is a critical factor here. The process of

consensus-building on norms is slow and cannot be conducted in the

expectation that the regional and global context will support success. There

is some recognition that newly assertive actors with considerable leverage have

begun to project their influence and foreign policy rationale, which is not

necessarily based on European values. Yet EU self-perceptions still have to
adapt to Europe’s changing global position, which may result in its values

losing attractiveness. It is therefore particularly important for the EU to avoid

undermining its credibility and legitimacy by acting aggressively in pursuit of

material interests whilst making ambitious normative demands of others and

claims about its own model character. The latter also applies to its internal

dimension, where security can no longer be considered a collective good, parts

of the public and elite are seeking refuge from a privatisation of insecurity in

‘old certainties’ and traditional exclusive group identities, and politics has again
become an elite activity. These are disconcerting indications that there is a risk

of the EU becoming an insecurity community, but they need further

investigation. This might be beneficially associated with examining the question

how far the growing disparity between rich and poor in European societies

reinforces these trends.
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