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JANNE HAALAND MATLARY

The EU as an international norms promoter rather than a super-power is less threatening 
to non-European states and offers a pole around which support could be built in multi-
lateral fora such as the UN. This is why international law is so important.

Barcelona Report, A human security doctrine for Europe

The EU has become a security and defence actor of importance since the end of 
the Cold War—particularly since 1998, and the famous St Malo declaration by 
France and Britain. As Bailes shows in her article in this special issue, the driving 
forces behind this development are major powers, in this case the two mentioned. 
This is also my conclusion in my analysis of EU security dynamics.1

The security policy of the EU is not a substitute for national defence policy. 
Britain has recently decided to renew its Trident nuclear missile capacity and 
France retains its force de frappe, while both states refuse any discussion of their 
veto power as permanent members of the United Nations Security Council. EU 
security policy is therefore an ‘add-on’ for these states, as well as for most others 
that are NATO members and therefore enjoy a collective defence guarantee.

But this does not mean that EU security policy is weak or unimportant. It 
serves useful purposes in crisis response situations; it is also a vehicle for shaping 
the international security and defence architecture: both France and Britain seek 
to shape the European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP) in ways that benefit 
their grand political strategy. France seeks an Europe puissante that will have real 
military power and will therefore be able to balance the United States and under-
take autonomous military missions; Britain seeks an ESDP that will complement 
NATO and let NATO take military precedence. Since around 1995 both these 
states have been particularly active in developing policy in a practical sense. The 
invention of ‘permanent structured cooperation’ (Protocol on Permanent Struc-
tural Cooperation, Article I-4016 and III-213 C1G86/04) allows two or more states 
to take practical measures in military capacity-building. France and Britain have 
developed the battle-groups and the European Defence Agency, and have been 
partners in robust crisis response in the Democratic Republic of Congo under this 
paragraph. Germany has usually been invited to join in these initiatives, and other 

1 J. Matlary, ‘“The EU made me do it”: incentives to pool sovereignty in security and defence policy’, in J. 
Hallenberg, Neither lion nor fox: the EU as a strategic actor (London: Routledge, 2007); J. Matlary, EU security 
dynamics: in the new national interest (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, forthcoming 2008).
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states have done so too. There is clear evidence of a ‘core logic’ in the EU in this 
policy field.

Thus at the outset we have an ESDP that is driven by the major European 
military powers and serves their political interests. There is nothing wrong in this 
from an ethical perspective. But it is clear that the actual military and civilian 
contributions to an operation depend very much on some few states: regarding 
military contributions, very much on the Great Powers mentioned. No small or 
medium-sized EU state can field a military HQ, to mention one important point. 
Only France and Britain have truly global military reach. Thus the ESDP, however 
defined in political rhetoric and political documents, is dependent on specific input 
factors that are mostly owned by the Great Powers.

In this article I will do two things. First, I will analyse the concept of human 
security as the basis for the ESDP. This is also an analysis with an ethical compo-
nent, asking whether human security is a more ethical basis for a security policy 
than state security. This question can be answered in general, principled terms, 
but it also needs a ‘reality check’ in real terms. Therefore the second part of the 
article poses the question whether the human security concept plays any role in 
the formulation and execution of EU security policy or whether it is simply a nice 
term for festive speeches. In other words, has it been integrated in the ESDP, and 
if so what effects does this implementation have? This returns us to the ethical 
issue: if human security is paraded in rhetoric but has no policy effect, is not the 
rhetorical exercise itself the more unethical?

The political setting for human security

While the EU is now rapidly developing a military capability (battle-groups, an 
intervention force, decision-making in security and defence with only three or 
more states), acquiring military and crisis management experience (from sharp 
missions like Artemis to major undertakings like Althea), and building capacity 
on the military–strategic side in its own organization (military staff, planning, the 
Armaments Agency), it is also developing a global strategy, as set out in the European 
Security Strategy of December 2003. The major developments in this field are rapid 
and the St Malo declaration of 1998 was a turning point, thus completing the EU’s 
crisis management portfolio. As Bailes concludes in her article, there has been a 
major development in EU security policy over the last ten years.

This raises the question of whether the EU will be a ‘different’ military actor 
from a state or a military alliance like NATO. The EU has often been termed a 
‘civilian’ actor, and this has often carried connotations of being also an ‘ethical’ 
actor. This is not the approach taken in this article. The focus here is on the EU’s 
norms for using military force, on whether they are ethical, and on whether 
the concept of ‘human security’ can be such an ethical normative basis for such 
action.

In order to address these questions we must first consider the politico-military 
context for modern wars. We can distinguish between the Kabinettkriege of the 
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seventeenth century and the subsequent Napoleonic paradigm, which has lasted 
until the present in Europe, and between that and the current transition to a new 
‘post-national’ paradigm. The Napoleonic paradigm was characterized by conscrip-
tion, defence of national territory, loyalty to the nation, and a raison d’être based on 
existential survival of state and nation. This kind of defence and security policy 
assumed that state and citizens are one, and that, because the threat was existential, 
the state could demand the ultimate loyalty, unto death, from its citizens.

Today the situation is entirely different. General Sir Rupert Smith puts it 
bluntly: ‘War no longer exists.’ He adds the important qualification: ‘War as 
battle in the field between men and machinery, war as a massive deciding event 
in a dispute in international affairs, such a war no longer exists.’2 Today’s wars 
are mostly internal conflicts, formerly termed civil wars. They are ‘wars amongst 
the people’, as Smith terms them. They are fought against insurgents and other 
non-state actors and aim not at victory, but at keeping a territory or a peace in 
the sense of making it possible for political actors to act. The military tool is 
but one of those in the state’s toolbox, deployed for limited and specific political 
ends. The military tool is used in integrated missions with other tools—police, 
diplomacy, democratization programmes, humanitarian and other aid, etc. The 
soldiers are professionals, recruited on professional grounds. With the advent of 
the professional expeditionary military force, the main constraint becomes capital, 
not people. The masses are no longer mobilized. If capital is the sole constraining 
factor in procuring the military tool, we may logically expect to see a change away 
from the nation-state as the commander of this tool. There is a growing trend 
towards the privatization of defence, partly as a result of state failure and partly as a 
logical corollary of neo-liberalism. Private actors of various kinds provide security 
to clients who can pay.3

The role of international organizations as military masters is important in any 
discussion of the EU’s role in deploying military force. In a very interesting paper 
Krahmann points out that we are going from ‘government’ to ‘governance’ in 
security and defence, with a ‘fragmentation of political authority among a diver-
sity of public and private across levels of analysis’.4 Because of a more diffuse threat 
picture and other driving forces for a paradigm change in security policy, this 
policy area is no longer ‘so special’, and is in fact gradually becoming a ‘normal’ 
tool in the toolbox.

When the military tool is but a tool, it can be ‘commanded’ by non-state actors. 
This provides a ‘window of opportunity’ for the EU in the security field. In fact, 
even major states today prefer to deploy militarily through multilateral organiza-
tions. Around 1995 France started to seek multilateral support for all its missions,5 
and the same holds for Britain. Legitimacy is achieved through multilateralism 
itself.

2 R. Smith, The utility of force: the art of war in the modern world (London: Allen Lane, 2005).
3 J. Matlary and Ø. Østerud, The de-nationalisation of defence: convergence and diversity in northern Europe (Aldershot: 

Ashgate, 2007).
4 E. Krahmann, ‘Conceptualizing security governance’, Cooperation and Conflict 38: 1, 2005, pp. 5–26.
5 A. Treacher, French interventionalism: Europe’s last global player? (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003).
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Legitimacy for the use of force: a major political issue

Post-national security and defence policy is thus based on a quite different rationale 
from that underpinning the state-to-state war. The key is no longer the existential 
survival of the state but the various political interests of the state. These range 
from humanitarian intervention to the war on terror. The scope for using military 
force has increased very much since the Cold War, precisely because the ends of 
such use no longer imply total war and perhaps total destruction. The mandates 
given by the UN Security Council (UNSC) have been ‘stretched’ in the sense that 
not only may humanitarian tragedies and disasters now qualify as a ‘threat to inter-
national peace and security’, but also ‘regime change’ may be pursued in the form 
of democratization.6 With the advent of global strategic terrorism, the need for 
regime change is no longer motivated solely by humanitarian ‘value’ concerns, 
but also and probably primarily by security policy concerns. This makes the ratio-
nale for using force an even more important issue: on the one hand, is it ethically 
acceptable to use it for ‘good’, that is, to save others? On the other hand, can one 
risk one’s own soldiers’ lives for issues that are not relevant to one’s own country’s 
security and defence policy?

This debate is not explicit anywhere (yet), but is looming in the background of 
European politics. It is highly relevant for the EU and its use of force. The deeply 
ethical question of which values and interests warrant the use of the ultimate 
tool of the state, with its specific attendant risks, is at the core of the EU’s ethical 
agenda. The concept of human security is a candidate for the ‘values’ part that 
relates to humanitarian intervention, but not for the ‘security’ part that relates to 
the fight against terrorism. At the outset it is clear that the EU does not purport to 
have a military security policy that relates to such questions. The EU’s use of force 
is limited to crisis management alone.

The military tool is deployed no longer in defence of existential survival, but in 
defence of values such as democracy, the rule of law and human rights. Few if any 
interventions take place for purely humanitarian/human rights reasons, but such 
factors clearly play an increasing role. This has to do with the salience of new self-
styled actors in security policy (NGOs, churches, public, media) and with global 
communications. The key issue now, therefore, is not that the military tool must 
be deployed by the state, but rather that it is deployed with legitimacy.

Such legitimacy has become proportionately more important in the post-Cold 
War era, as the UNSC has become the key arena for bestowing legitimacy and 
state-to-state wars have receded in importance. Legitimacy is tied both to ethics 
and to international law, that is, to internationally recognized norms rather than 
to Westphalian state interests. The advent of a right (but not duty) to humanitarian 
intervention in the 1990s has put the emphasis on human security rather than on 
state security. This development is continuing with the emergence of ‘integrated 
missions’ in the UN context and is evident in the crisis management policy of 

6 J. Matlary,  Values and weapons: from humanitarian intervention to regime change? (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2006).
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NATO and especially the EU, which already has all but the most robust military 
tools in its ‘toolbox’.

Being a key security actor in this era therefore implies the possession of two 
things: one is ‘right authority’—based on international norms—to use military 
force; the other is military ability as well as other tools.

Human security: the new security policy paradigm?

‘Human security’ refers to the emerging security agenda where the point of refer-
ence is the individual person and his or her right to personal security. The right to 
security is a human right enshrined in all relevant human rights documents. The 
concept has been prevalent in international politics for around 10–15 years, and was 
recently revived by the EU itself, when the Finnish presidency of 2006 reconvened 
the study group led by Professor Mary Kaldor, who is also the main author of the 
‘Human security doctrine for Europe’, also known as the ‘Barcelona Report’, to be 
discussed later in this article.7

The term ‘human security’ was first used by the UN in its UNDP Human 
Development Index for 1994. In this document human security had no military 
implications and was in fact defined as a wholly civilian concept.8 In it the concept 
was used for a plethora of situations, expanding the notion of security so much 
that it seemed to incorporate everything. This rendered the concept of ‘human 
security’ virtually useless in an operational sense.

During the work on the landmine convention in 1996–7, the then Canadian 
Foreign Minister Lloyd Axworthy proposed to work with Norway on developing 
the concept in a concrete, project-oriented manner. The concept was then defined 
in physical security terms, referring to all types of threats that could harm the 
person. The first meeting arranged by Norway and Canada took place at Lysøen 
outside Bergen in Norway in 1998, and resulted in a declaration from 14 partici-
pating states on the need for transnational cooperation on issues such as landmines, 
small arms and light weapons, child soldiers and civilians in war. These 14 states 
represented all regions of the world, but were selected because they were inter-
ested in driving this kind of agenda onto the international stage.

For instance, in 1999 Canada, during its tenure as chairman of the Security 
Council, launched a debate on ‘Civilians in armed conflict’ after the Secretary 
General had presented a report on the issue. In spring 2000, Norway, Canada 
and Switzerland arranged another conference with like-minded states within 
the ‘human security’ network, focusing especially on improving legislation on 
non-state actors such as guerrilla movements and on preventing armed conflict. 
This ‘Like-Minded Group’ has already undertaken a large number of commit-
ments to common policy in human security projects. ‘Human security’ is thus 

7 A report commissioned by the High Representative of the ESDP, Javier Solana, as a policy development based 
on the ESS (European Security Strategy). See www.lse.ac.uk/Depts/global/publications/Human Security-
Doctrine.pdf, accessed 15 Nov. 2007.

8 UN Human Development Report, 1994. It listed various threats to human rights and human dignity, none of 
them military. The report was made in preparation for the UN Social Summit in Copenhagen in 1995.
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becoming a standard term for security policy which evolves around the individu-
al’s own physical security and the integrity of the person. Likewise, Japan, Canada 
and Switzerland—all members of the ‘Lysøen network’—launched their national 
human security projects both inside and outside the UN structures.

The author was deputy foreign minister of Norway at this time and in charge 
of human security policy. We put major emphasis on recruiting like-minded 
states from all regions of the world to this network while avoiding ‘theoretical’ 
discussions about the concept. We feared reactions to any attempt to link human 
security to military security because the intervention norm is such a sensitive and 
divisive issue in world politics. We therefore tried to find concrete projects that 
had some relation to physical security, such as child soldiers or the trade in small 
arms, without focusing on the intervention norm directly. I also led the Norwe-
gian campaign to get Norway elected to the UNSC in a non-permanent seat at this 
time. Each time I mentioned the concept of human security to non-western states 
during this work, the reaction was wary. Was this a new way for the West to secure 
a right of intervention under the pretext of human rights?

The ‘Lysøen network’ of states continues to exist, but the main contributions 
to the development of human security have come from the report of the Interna-
tional Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS), which finished 
its work in 2001. The name given to this body, and its report, reflects the delicate 
nature of the topic mentioned above. Mentioning both intervention and sover-
eignty in one heading is a diplomatic master-stroke, introducing the key issue of 
humanitarian intervention while assuring the wary that sovereignty is not thereby 
abolished.

The ICISS Report goes quite a long way in indicating that there exists an inter-
national responsibility to protect when a state fails to protect its own citizens. 
Adopting the definition of sovereignty that is conditional upon the respect for 
human rights, the report states that

sovereignty is more than just a functional principle of international relations … The condi-
tions under which sovereignty is exercised—and intervention is practised—have changed 
dramatically since 1945 … it is acknowledged that sovereignty implies a dual responsi-
bility: … internally to respect the dignity and basic rights of all the people within the 
state. In international human rights covenants, in UN practice, and in state practice itself, 
sovereignty is now understood as embracing this.9

The commission proposes that ‘where a population is suffering serious harm, as 
a result of internal war, insurgency, repression or state failure, and the state in 
question is unable or unwilling to halt or avert it, the principle of non- intervention 
yields to the international responsibility to protect’.10

Such a duty to intervene in turn implies a duty to prevent, to react and to 
rebuild—covering the whole spectrum of peace operations. Any intervention 
must follow criteria which are in fact reminiscent of the ‘just war’ tradition: right 

9 ICISS Report, 2001, p.  8.
10 ICISS Report, p. xi.
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intention, right authority (UN Security Council mandate if possible, resort to 
the UN General Assembly under the example of ‘Uniting for peace’, or regional 
actors acting alone but seeking subsequent authority under the UNSC, or even, if 
this fails, resort to ‘concerned states’ in cases where the UNSC fails to respond to 
‘conscience-shocking situations crying out for action’), last resort, proportionate 
use of force and reasonable prospects.11 The report was, however, in effect shelved 
after the terrorist attacks of later in 2001 stifled the long-standing academic and 
political debate about humanitarian intervention.

In 2004 a UN High-Level Panel on Security, consisting of former politicians 
from various countries, completed its report. The report, which was endorsed by 
Kofi Annan (UN Secretary General at the time) and formed the basis for the UN 
summit of September 2005, is remarkable for its candid realism.

The panel continued the work of ICISS with regard to the concept they entitled 
‘the responsibility to protect’. Noting that ‘today’s threats recognize no national 
boundaries’,12 the panel defines a threat to international peace and security—which 
is the basis for Security Council mandates under Chapter VII—as ‘any event or 
process that leads to large-scale death or lessening of life chances and undermines 
States as the basic unit of the international system’. In this definition we find both 
state security and human security.

The report also discusses the concept of sovereignty, stating that it implies 
responsibilities which have become clearer over the years: ‘Whatever perceptions 
may have prevailed when the Westphalian system first gave rise to the notion of 
state sovereignty, today it clearly carries with it the obligation of a state to protect the welfare 
of its own peoples and meet its obligations to the wider international community.’13 The panel 
is equally clear on the implications of this: when a state is unable or unwilling to 
assume its responsibilities, ‘the principles of collective security mean that some 
portion of those responsibilities should be taken up by the international commu-
nity … to help build the necessary capacity or supply the necessary protection, as 
the case may be’.14 Here we witness a major change of principle in the intervention 
norm: sovereignty, based on conditionality, somehow reverts to the ‘international 
community’ when the sovereign fails to meet the obligations of sovereignty. This 
can also imply ‘protection’, which in turn can mean the use of force. This has never 
before been spelt out so clearly in a UN setting. The panel continues: ‘The collec-
tive security we seek to build today asserts a shared responsibility on the part of 
all States and international institutions, and those who lead them, to do just that 
(fulfil the rights of citizens).’15

At the UN General Assembly in 2005 there was a general endorsement of this 
report as creating a new norm of international politics, the ‘responsibility to 
protect’. There was, however, no concrete definition of what this means in relation 
to the use of force.

11 ICISS Report, pp. xii, xiii.
12 Report of the UN High-Level Panel on Security, 2004, synopsis. 
13 Report of the UN High-Level Panel on Security, 2004, p. 22, emphasis added. 
14 Report of the UN High-Level Panel on Security, 2004, p. 22.
15 Report of the UN High-Level Panel on Security, 2004, p. 22
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Human rights in EU foreign policy: the context for human security

Turning now to the EU, it is clear that human rights and not state interests provide 
the formal basis of its politics. They were included in the Maastricht Treaty in 
1992 and developed in the Amsterdam Treaty, which stipulates that ‘the Union 
is founded on the principles of liberty, democracy, respect for human rights and 
fundamental freedoms, and the rule of law’ (article 6). In the Amsterdam Treaty 
the possibility of sanction was inserted, in a new article 7, which states that the 
Council, meeting in the capacity of heads of state or government, and with the 
consent of the European Parliament, ‘may determine the existence of a serious 
or persistent breach of the principles mentioned above’. This article was further 
extended in the Nice Treaty of December 2000.

In the Amsterdam Treaty it is noteworthy that human rights, democracy and 
the rule of law figure prominently in the definition of foreign policy: ‘The Union 
shall define and implement a common foreign and security policy covering all 
areas of foreign and security policy, the objectives of which shall be … to develop 
and consolidate democracy and the rule of law, and respect for human rights and 
fundamental freedoms’ (article 11).

The EU also has explicit policy tools for promoting human rights and democ-
racy. As noted, it can in extreme cases revoke voting rights for a state. However, 
most ‘stick and carrot’ tools are far more subtle and process-oriented, emphasizing 
the ‘carrot’. The toolbox of the Commission and the European Council contains 
the suspension clause mentioned above, but this is a tool of last resort. Usually 
results will be achieved by positive measures. The EU as a whole has stipulated 
the conditions that must be met by new member states when they accede to the 
Union. These ‘Copenhagen criteria’ are specific and straightforward, placing the 
emphasis on the duty of the applicant state to comply before being admitted.

The ‘Copenhagen criteria’, adopted in 1993, stipulate that candidate states must 
have stable institutions guaranteeing democracy, the rule of law, and human rights 
as well as respect for the protection of minorities; a functioning market economy, 
together with the capacity to cope with the competitive pressures and market 
forces within the EU; and the ability to adopt the EU’s acquis.

How does this human rights basis for policy relate to the ESDP?

The ESS and the Barcelona Report

The EU defines itself as an international actor according to the Copenhagen 
criteria: it is based on democracy, the rule of law, human rights and the market 
economy. The basis of the EU as an actor in human rights and democracy would 
seem to require also a security policy based on these values, logically speaking. If 
human rights are gradually mainstreamed into all EU foreign policy, what about 
security and defence?

In the ESS the main response to security challenges is to ‘build an international 
order’ based on ‘effective multilateralism’—a term also used by Washington. In the 
EU context, it has another definition: this order has to be ‘rule-based’ as ‘we are 
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committed to upholding and developing international law … The fundamental 
framework for international relations is the UN Charter. The UNSC has the 
primary responsibility for the maintenance of international peace and security. 
Strengthening the UN, equipping it to fulfil its responsibilities and to act effec-
tively, is a European priority.’16 The ESS does not explicitly discuss the importance 
of the UN mandate, nor does the EU require such a mandate in order to deploy 
military force. A reasonable interpretation is that a mandate is not a requirement, 
but is highly desirable.

The Barcelona Report, formally entitled ‘A human security doctrine for 
Europe’, is a commissioned report on how the ESS could be developed with a 
human security basis. It represents the first coherent attempt to develop a policy 
for intervention based on individual rights to security—not only in terms of 
policy and legal principles (as the ICISS report does) but also in terms of the needs 
of civilian–military integration.

The reports suggests that the ESDP should be based on seven principles: ‘the 
primacy of human rights, clear political authority, multilateralism, a bottom-up 
approach, regional focus, the use of legal instruments, and the appropriate use of 
force’.17 It further suggests that an EU military force of 15,000 should be created 
and named ‘the Human Security Response Force’.

The authors of the report make a link between legitimacy and the use of 
 inadequate types of force: ‘Human rights have become much more prominent, 
and an intervention that uses traditional war-fighting means, such as bombard-
ment from the air, may be unacceptable when viewed through the lens of human 
rights.’18 The first NATO actions in Bosnia and the Kosovo intervention come to 
mind. Thus, interventions will increasingly be judged not only in terms of military 
and other results, but also in terms of military methods, going beyond the existing 
regulations on weapons and their use.

The authors argue for a human security base for EU security policy for three 
reasons: first, human rights are becoming ever more prominent in international 
politics; second, the EU is legally bound to promote human rights worldwide, 
both as stated in UN instruments and as specifically mentioned in the new Reform 
Treaty’s Charter on Human Rights, where it is stated that ‘in its relations with the 
wider world, the Union shall uphold and promote its values and interests … [in] 
strict observance and development of international law’; and finally, because this 
kind of what we could call ‘sustainable’ security policy, of ‘repairing’ failed states, 
is in the self-interest of the EU.19

The criteria on which the use of force is based must, in the authors’ view, 
include international law as well as public support and clear multilateral procedure 
and mission—all three factors conferring legitimacy. They go a long way towards 
arguing that existing rules on state actors should be replaced with rules based on 

16 European Security Strategy, p. 9. European Commission, 2003.
17 Barcelona Report of the Study Group on Europe’s Security Capabilities: A human Security Doctrine for 

Europe, 15 Sept. 2004, executive summary.
18 Barcelona Report, p. 9.
19 Barcelona Report, p. 10.



Janne Haaland Matlary

140
International Affairs 84: 1, 2008
© 2008 The Author(s). Journal Compilation © 2008 Blackwell Publishing Ltd/The Royal Institute of International Affairs

human rights: ‘Unlike in classic wars where only states bore responsibility, armed 
forces have to act within a legal framework that applies to individuals.’20 There 
should be a legal framework with local responsibility, they argue, and clear links 
between the military actors and local population—without, however, detailing 
how this might work out in practice.

The proposed Human Security Response Force would be of division size, with 
one-third of the personnel being civilians and police forces. It would consist of 
three tiers. The first would be based on the existing civilian–military planning 
capacity in Brussels. The second would consist of 5,000 personnel in a state of high 
readiness, deployable within a few days. These would be civilian–military teams, 
with deployable command-and-control HQ, and should train together often. By 
contrast, the final tier, the remaining 10,000, should be kept on a lower level of 
readiness and train together less frequently.

There is also work to be done on the legal dimension. Interestingly, the 
 Barcelona Report remarks that the EU is ‘hindered by the absence of a single and 
coherent body of international law governing foreign deployments’.21 The authors 
note that this body of law relates to states as actors, not to individuals.

The suggestions in this report, however, are quite unrealistic. To change the 
focus of international law away from state sovereignty towards human security 
would be exceedingly difficult, as states that are wary of intervention jealously 
guard their status. But in terms of military capacity, too, the proposals are unreal-
istic. The battle-groups have been formed and are operational, but they comprise 
only 1,500 persons and are intended for quick deployment and for only 30 days 
in theatre. Follow-on forces exist on paper only, and in NATO the same soldiers 
as in the EU scramble to make up the Rapid Response Force (RRF), which has 
now been postponed because of a lack of troops for Afghanistan. In Europe, small 
states’ militaries are overstretched; British troops are fully engaged in two wars. It 
is therefore not realistic to expect earmarked troops for either NATO or the EU 
beyond the battle-groups in the coming years.

The question to be raised, therefore, is whether the introduction of human 
security brings anything new to the ESDP.

Human security: does it matter?

In a comprehensive analysis of the concept, aptly entitled ‘A human security 
agenda for the EU: would it make a difference?’, Kotsopoulos concludes that ‘the 
concept of human security can have both internal and external benefits for the 
EU. From improved coherence within the policy-making realm, to an improved 
presence abroad, a human security agenda can indeed provide added-value to the 
EU. It can also facilitate the ESS’s goal of “effective multilateralism” since it opens 
doors to cooperation, with the UN in particular.’22 This may well be so, but we 

20 Barcelona Report, p. 19.
21 Barcelona Report, p. 24.
22 J. Kotsopoulos, ‘A human security agenda for the EU: would it make a difference?’, Studia Diplomatica 40: 1, 

2007, p. 230.
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must ask whether these aspects of EU policy are not already in place. Calling them 
‘human security’ hardly changes anything.

Mary Kaldor and associates have done major work on human security in the 
EU context. As the key author of the Barcelona Report, Kaldor launched the 
concept in the EU setting. She has since developed it, also in terms of scholar-
ship. In the article ‘Human security: a new strategic narrative for Europe’, she and 
her co-authors argue that ‘the adoption of a human security concept represents 
a qualitative change in the conduct of foreign and security policy’, because the 
concept provides an ‘enduring and dynamic organizing frame for security action, 
a frame which European texts and practices currently lack’.23 This is a valid state-
ment, because human security provides an alternative paradigm to that of state 
security, and states also seek a way to conceptualize post-national security policy. 
The EU, not being a state, has the advantage of being able to adopt human security 
as its only paradigm. This also fits with its security policy, which is confined to 
crisis management operations.

So far, so good. Human security is also the security paradigm of the UN, and 
the term has chiefly been developed there, as discussed above. Kaldor et al. contend 
that when studying ESDP texts one finds various expressions of human security, 
and that this ‘seems in essence to be something European’.24 But as we have seen, 
it is at the UN that the term originated and developed. Kaldor examines current 
ESDP policy documents and concludes that the EU notion of ‘civil power’ is 
strengthened by the concept of human security, and that the EU has a specifi-
cally civilian emphasis in its work on civil–military cooperation.25 She finds 
Civil–Military Cooperation (CIMIC) a ‘controversial’ concept, thereby indicating 
a certain negative attitude towards the use of military power.26 CIMIC is not a 
controversial concept when understood as what it is: namely, the military’s tool 
to win ‘hearts and minds’ in theatre. It is something that belongs to the military 
toolbox and should never be confused with civil–military cooperation. The EU 
pursues the latter, as does the UN and NATO, and in the same way as those other 
organizations. There is, in other words, nothing unique in this.

Kaldor et al. further define human security in very broad terms that all 
carry positive connotations: ‘Human security, as a term, can be understood to 
 encompass the concepts of conflict prevention, crisis management and civil–
military  coordination, but it takes them further. It draws on the debates [on] … 
responsibility to protect, effective multilateralism, and human development.’27 
One wonders why this is important. If human security means ‘all good things’, 
not much political, legal and military operationalization is possible. The concept 
remains notoriously vague.

But what happens when human security meets political reality? When Kaldor 
et al. touch the topic of war, the normative prejudices against military power 

23 M. Kaldor, M. Martin and S. Selchow, ‘Human security: a new strategic narrative for Europe’, International 
Affairs 83: 2, 2007, pp. 273–88 at p. 273.

24 Kaldor et al., ‘Human security’, p. 274.
25 Kaldor et al., ‘Human security’, p. 276.
26 Kaldor et al., ‘Human security’, p. 277.
27 Kaldor et al., ‘Human security’, p. 278.
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become apparent. The description of modern stabilization and reconstruction 
operations (S&R ops) is both naive and ideological: ‘Human security … is not 
about war-fighting, it is about protection of individuals and communities … in 
a human security operation, the job of the military is to protect and preserve the 
(humanitarian) space rather than to fight an enemy. Thus human security is about 
… an entirely new way of functioning in crises.’28 These claims are unfounded in 
political and military reality. An operation like the International Security Assist-
ance Force (ISAF), which would fit the criteria of a human security operation, 
has to undertake offensive war-fighting when the enemy no longer ‘behaves’. 
The same holds for any modern peace enforcement operation. It is naive to think 
that an operation will develop differently if we label it ‘human security’. Modern 
wars among the people, as Sir Rupert Smith has it, share certain characteristics 
that involve robust military power when needed, but the aim is development and 
reconstruction. They are human security operations, but military force is, as we 
can document in the scholarly literature, very rarely deployed for purely humani-
tarian purposes.

When Kaldor et al. continue to describe what a human security operation 
looks like, the ideological insistence that this is only ‘good’ becomes very clear: 
‘A human security operation is more like a domestic operation—everyone is, in 
effect, a citizen. This principle entails minimizing all loss of life, including the 
lives of the terrorists or insurgents, who should be treated as like criminals rather 
than enemies’.29 This kind of wishful thinking has little to do with the EU or with 
real-world politics. The situation is that international law favours state sovereignty 
in ad bellum decisions, and that asymmetric warfare handicaps state parties in war. 
The use of force for humanitarian purposes remains the exception, and the EU 
is lacking in military capacity. Furthermore, the decision to deploy is based on 
unanimity, in other words, is subject to the national veto.

The only contribution the concept of human security makes to all this is to 
give a name to a security paradigm based on the human rights of the individual. 
It is useful at the rhetorical level in the EU for this reason, but nothing is added to 
already existing EU policy by ‘streamlining’ it into operations. In fact, the more it is 
employed in political rhetoric, the more ethically questionable this becomes, since 
it is not implemented in security policy in any new way. Modern crisis manage-
ment is always about stabilization when necessary, and about reconstruction—that 
is why the international community remains in places like Bosnia and Kosovo for 
many years after the fighting has stopped. It is also recognized by military leaders 
that modern war is not about winning a military battle, but about winning ‘hearts 
and minds’ through sustainable development in a post-conflict phase.

If we look at the EU’s crisis management portfolio, it consists of missions taken 
over from NATO (Concordia and Althea) and missions without much military 
content. The exception is the quick reaction force in Operation Artemis, which was 
at the sharp end of war-fighting. All EU operations have been and are concerned 

28 Kaldor et al., ‘Human security’, p. 280.
29 Kaldor et al., ‘Human security’, p. 283.
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with human security—Artemis in the most direct sense of a sharp operation in order 
to stop genocide, underlining the fact that human security operations may require 
campaigns just as tough as traditional state security operations. Human security is 
therefore not at all a ‘softer’ or less ‘war-like’ concept than state security.

The problem is not that human security is not a good idea, but that interven-
tions rarely happen for human security reasons alone. To talk the talk and not walk 
the walk therefore becomes especially problematic from an ethical standpoint. The 
EU may benefit from calling all its security policy ‘human security’, but if rhetoric 
promises more than policy can deliver, the ethical implications are grave. Hard 
questions remain about willingness and ability to contribute with risk and money 
to non-existential operations, for NATO as well as for the EU.






