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Anchoring Europe’s civilizing
identity: habits, capabilities and
ontological security1

Jennifer Mitzen

ABSTRACT What effects might the deepening CFSP have on the EU’s identity as
a civilian and civilizing power? While greater military capabilities might seem to
threaten that identity, raising the specter of ‘great power Europe’, such fears
might not be warranted. Building on the assumption that actors need stable identi-
ties – in Anthony Giddens’ term, ontological security – and achieve them by rou-
tinizing relations with significant others, I examine the routines through which EU
member states secure their civilian and civilizing identity. I argue that the publicity
and deliberation inherent in those routines can help to stabilize healthy security
relations among EU member states and in Europe’s external relations, thus strength-
ening the EU’s role as a civilizing power.

KEY WORDS CFSP; civilizing power; deliberation; habits; ontological security;
routines.

INTRODUCTION

Will the deepening of the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) and
greater military capabilities compromise the European Union’s (EU’s) identity
as a ‘civilian’ and a ‘civilizing’ power? Interestingly, the United States (US) has
long seen itself as a civilizing power, whose military power is subordinate to its
moral identity and mission. As the 2002 National Security Strategy (NSS) puts
it, ‘our Nation’s cause has always been larger than our Nation’s defense’. This
suggests that another way to pose the question might be, would military capabili-
ties make the EU (eventually) like the US, whose subjective sense of self is perhaps
increasingly at odds with the way it is perceived by other states? There certainly are
enough similarities between the US and the EU to make the question salient: both
share the universalistic values of democracy and capitalism, and both have given
themselves civilizing missions toward the rest of the world. If the primary
difference is one of capabilities, i.e. if civilian means are the core of civilian
power, then once the EU gets those capabilities, it risks a similar disjuncture
between subjective sense of self and how others see it. It is in light of the potential
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EU–US comparison that I consider the implications of a deepening CFSP for
the EU’s identity. I suggest that fears that it would threaten the EU’s civilizing
identity, raising the specter of ‘great power Europe’, may be unwarranted.

The collective identity of a ‘civilizing power’ is related to the notion of ‘civi-
lian power’, which is rooted in the initial goal of European integration: making
war among member states unthinkable. François Duchêne in 1972 first called
Europe a ‘civilian power’, a ‘special international actor whose strength lies in
its ability to promote and encourage stability through economic and political
means’ (Sjursen 2004: 122). Duchêne’s starting point was Europe’s relative
military weakness, but the shared understanding of what makes Europe distinc-
tive on the world stage has always pointed beyond particular foreign policy
instruments to that larger founding goal. For example, the 1973 Copenhagen
Declaration on European Identity taps into that ‘civilizing’ goal when it
speaks of Europe’s responsibility to serve as ‘an element of equilibrium and a
basis for cooperation’ in world affairs. Europe’s civilizing identity is associated
with multilateralism, or ‘diplomacy first’, and with commitments to pursuing
representative democracy, the rule of law, social justice, and human rights in
its foreign policy (e.g. Maull 2000; Manners 2002a).

In the debate over the impact of growing military capabilities on this identity,
two views particularly stand out. On the one hand, Karen Smith (2005: 12)
argues that military capabilities threaten civilian identity, suggesting that the
EU will ‘fold to the supposedly superior hand of military force’, perhaps even-
tually to become ‘a larger version of a sovereign state’, an ‘armed superpower of
sorts’. On the other hand, Stelios Stavridis (2001: 49–50) suggests that military
means might be essential to realizing effective civilian power, that goals of
human rights and democracy, not tools, determine whether the EU is civilian.
Military capabilities compromise the EU as a civilian power, or they are necess-
ary for it. There seems an important, if implicit, shared premise in this debate:
identity stability depends on military power, i.e. material forces drive identity.

In contrast, I argue that habits not capabilities determine identity. Identities
are anchored in routines with significant others, and actors – even corporate
actors such as states – become attached to or invested in these routines. This
is because routines give individuals an important form of security, which, fol-
lowing Anthony Giddens (1991), I call ‘ontological security’. The idea is this:
actors value their sense of agency, the ability to make choices and pursue favor-
able outcomes. That ability rests on knowing one’s own preferences and inter-
ests. In other words it rests on an identity, which means that actors need stable
identities to be ‘actors’ or ‘agents’ at all. In any given social environment, actors
solidify identity and learn to be ‘agentic’ through routinized relations with sig-
nificant others. From a platform of stable routines, aspiring agents come to
know who they are and therefore can act. Then, because routines anchor iden-
tity, actors become attached to, or invested in, their routines. Building on
research in a number of experimental and theoretical fields, elsewhere I have
proposed that alongside physical security-seeking, states seek ontological
security through routinizing relations with their primary strategic partners
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(Mitzen forthcoming). States not only seek to secure their territory and govern-
ance structure; they also seek to secure their identity as a particular kind of actor.
The assumption that states seek ontological security suggests a cognitive-
affective source of resistance to identity change in world politics.2

Applied to the EU case, the proposition that states need ontological security
and achieve it through interstate routines suggests that a militarily powerful
Europe will not undermine ‘civilizing power Europe’. This is because the collec-
tive aspirational identities of civilian and civilizing are constituted not so much
by their relationship to military power, but by intra-European routines of multi-
lateral security cooperation, which began with European Political Cooperation
(EPC) and deepened in the 1990s with the CFSP. Through these routines, EU
member states enact their collective identity and recognize it in one another,
keeping it salient even for external action. Insofar as ‘civilizing power Europe’
rests on these routines and states aspire to that identity, EU states will be
attached to them.

In this article I first summarize the proposition that states seek ontological
security. From here, I develop the hypothesis that the EU’s identity as a civiliz-
ing power is anchored by internal routines of foreign policy cooperation that are
deliberative and reflexively held. If true, the hypothesis suggests that Europe’s
civilizing power will not be compromised by increased military capabilities.
Rather than ‘test’ the hypothesis, my aims are twofold: to establish its plausi-
bility and to spur further research on the centrality of the EU’s foreign affairs
routines for its identity as a civilizing power.

ONTOLOGICAL SECURITY IN WORLD POLITICS

We are accustomed to thinking about security monolithically, as physical security,
of the body. But there is another fundamental form of security, ontological
security, or security of one’s identity, which, as others have argued (e.g.
Huysmans 1998; McSweeney 1999; Manners 2002b), has implications for world
politics. All actors need a stable sense of who they are, an ‘identity’, in order to
act; for example, to have goals, assess environments, make choices. Agency is an
accomplishment that requires ontological security. This means that ontological
security is just like physical security: a primary drive, in every social actor.

Understanding ontological security as a primary drive requires first acknow-
ledging a relationship between uncertainty and identity. Namely, uncertainty
can make it hard to act, and since the ability to act is crucial for our identity,
uncertainty can make it difficult to be one’s self, to sustain an identity over
time. The uncertainty is not like that foregrounded in rational choice theory.
There, uncertainty is equated with ‘risk’, so that it is always possible to assign
probabilities and to make an educated guess about what might happen (e.g.
Kreps 1990: ch. 3). The uncertainty I am talking about begins instead with
the proposition that there are some outcomes, or relations between strategies
and outcomes, that decision-makers cannot know or even think they know.
Where events are novel or infrequent actors cannot assign probabilities; there
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is not enough information even to form an educated guess about the likelihood
of an outcome or the link between cause and effect (e.g. Knight 1971 [1921];
Dequech 1997). This type of uncertainty reduces – objectively – the confidence
that actors can have in their probability assignments, which calls into question
their ability to act rationally.

On an instinctive level, all individuals are aware of, and fear, the possibility of
such radical or deep uncertainty because of its impact on agency. As Giddens
(1991) puts it, all social actors know that behind the comfortable routines of
our daily life, ‘chaos lurks’. In fact, everyday life is full of possible dangers:
both physical – your neighbor might attack, a car might run you down –
and social – you might be fired, your spouse might leave you. Being consciously
aware of all these possibilities all the time would generate tremendous anxiety. It
would make an actor ontologically insecure, unable to act or ‘be’ herself. Onto-
logical insecurity is the deep, incapacitating fear of not being able to organize the
threat environment, and thus not being able to get by in the world.

A tragic example of such ontological insecurity is 11 September, in the
immediate aftermath of which people in the US found it difficult to do any-
thing: go to work, cross a bridge, ride the subway. It was hard to leave the
house, but it was also hard to stay home, because the sense of uncertainty and
threat was pervasive. No one knew where the threat was from or what might
happen, whether you might be a target, your family, or your friends. People
could not cognitively organize the threat environment, in that whatever you
decided to do could cause harm. Or, at least, you could not prevent it.

In normal times, one strategy in particular holds this profound uncertainty at
bay: routinization. By ‘routines’ I mean responses to stimuli that are relatively
automatic or habitual. For a range of things that happen, the actor does not
weigh alternatives or ‘rationally update’. She does not ‘choose’ what to do; she
simply responds. We hit the gas pedal when a light turns green, or intensify com-
petition when rivals make overtures. When a set of stimuli evoke routinized
responses a whole realm of possible questions and options is taken off the table,
i.e. out of our primary, discursive consciousness and moved into our practical con-
sciousness (Giddens 1991: 30). Since actors cannot consider and respond to all
possible dangers at once, the cognitive capacity to choose how to respond to
any subset depends on these routines. Thus, by systematically removing some
questions from the table, routines help us to bring our threat environment
under cognitive control. Routines therefore solve the chaos problem, allowing
the actor to maintain a sense of self (Giddens 1991: 39–40). In short, they
provide ontological security, which enables agency. That is why in the days
after 11 September, government and media urged us to go back to our routines:
go to work, fly, spend money. The message was that the first step to getting back
to normal, much less getting over the tragedy, was to re-establish routines.

We all need ontological security, which means that we all need, and are
attached to, our routines. Giddens (1991: 38) refers to individualized sets of rou-
tines that actors develop as a ‘basic trust system’. A basic trust system is a ‘cognitive
cocoon’ that ‘brackets, at the level of practice, the knowledge of all possible events
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that could be threatening’. It enables the aspiring actor to see herself as a unitary,
coherent, self with identities and interests to pursue. The routines of a basic trust
system act as a sort of firewall against chaos and the dissolution of identity. As
such, individuals become attached to the routines that constitute their basic
trust system. Individuals like to feel that they have agency, and become attached
to practices that make them feel agentic. Letting go of routines would amount to
sacrificing our sense of agency, which would be hard to do.

This said, we gain ontological security in different ways, i.e. our attitudes
toward routines vary in ways that are consequential for action. Broadly speaking,
actors can develop one of two types of basic trust, rigid/maladaptive and healthy
(Willmott 1986), and these particularly tell us how actors respond to novel situ-
ations and highly uncertain environments.

Actors with rigid basic trust treat their routines as ends in themselves, relying
on them blindly or compulsively, without reflection. All ‘agentic’ energy is
directed to maintaining routines, rather than toward experimentation, learning,
and growth. When faced with profound uncertainty, actors with rigid basic
trust respond by clinging to routines. Catarina Kinnvall (2004: 753 ff.) develops
this idea as the ‘securitization of subjectivity’, the bounding or defining of one’s
self through ‘one stable identity’ rather than accepting a multiplicity or fluidity
(Kinnvall 2004: 749). Uncertainty threatens self-boundaries, and an actor with
rigid basic trust feels the urgent need to secure her self-conception. This is
done especially by projecting negative aspects of the Self onto an Other or other-
wise essentializing Self and Other, such as through stereotyping, relying on enemy
images, resurrecting national myths, etc. When subjectivity is securitized, learning
about the Other – or the Self – through interaction becomes impossible.

The alternative is healthy basic trust, which implies the ability to maintain a
critical distance from routines. Routines are there and enable agency, but are
reflexively held, so that the actor does not focus on them so much as on particular
choices. With healthy basic trust, rather than avoiding disintegration, the actor
can create or enact her identity(ies) and pursue her interests. Actors then can tol-
erate a certain measure of uncertainty; they do not respond to it by hardening
self-boundaries, or ‘securitizing subjectivity’, but by, for example, reflecting on
their practices and experimenting with new ones. As such, healthy basic trust
is the precondition for creativity and complex learning (Giddens 1991).

Healthy basic trust manifests a sense of feeling at home in a threatening
world. For this, Kinnvall and others (Dupuis and Thorns 1998) stress the
role of the material environment in which routines are enacted, and in particular
having a home or stable private space. A home provides refuge from the threats
and surveillance of the outside world. Homes provide constancy, stable spaces to
perform the routines of daily life and thus to reproduce self-conceptions.
Knowing there is a space in which it is possible to be one’s self provides the con-
fidence necessary to assert one’s self and to experiment with new identities.

Positing ontological security as a primary need suggests that all agency rests
on routines; but the fact that there are two types of basic trust indicates that
agentic capacities vary systematically. In a sense, this is intuitive: some of us
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are capable of complex learning and social trust, others are not; some are para-
lyzed by uncertainty, others are never more alive and creative. What these two
types of basic trust tell us is that the character and location of routines condition
an actor’s ability to learn and realize her aspirations. It suggests that where
agency is anchored by routines that permit reflection and critical distance
from participation, and where these routines can be performed in a stable
environment or ‘home’, actors have healthy basic trust. They can adapt to situ-
ations of novelty and high uncertainty, and they can learn.

EU FOREIGN POLICY COOPERATION: SECURING
A CIVILIZING IDENTITY

Applying this theoretical framework to the EU case suggests that acquiring
greater military capabilities and even using them selectively would not necess-
arily undermine Europe’s identity as a civilizing power. The EU need not
become a ‘neocolonial’ or ‘great power Europe’, because its collective identity
as a civilizing power is anchored in intra-European foreign policy routines
that permit deliberation and reflection, and this sphere of cooperation has a
home. In other words, the EU’s civilizing identity is supported by healthy
basic trust, which guards against the securitization of subjectivity that ‘great
power Europe’ implies. Healthy basic trust implies that European foreign
affairs cooperation might just continue to grope toward something new in
world politics – perhaps what others have called the post-modern state.

In this section I substantiate that intuition with evidence from the existing litera-
ture on the evolution of the EU’s foreign policy cooperation (e.g. Nuttall 1992; Jør-
gensen 1997; Glarbo 1999; Tonra 2003; Smith 2004). The proposition that
military capabilities will not erode the identity of ‘civilizing power Europe’ is
strengthened if we see indicators of healthy basic trust: interstate habits that
permit deliberation and reflection on foreign policy and that are not easily dis-
rupted; and material locales for participants to retreat from public glare, or a
‘home’. Ultimately, however, civilizing power is about external more than internal
relations, and Europe is certainly not alone in having a civilizing mission toward the
world. Often one state’s civilizing mission is another state’s colonial, hegemonic
project: but I propose that the healthy basic trust anchoring intra-European
relations makes Europe perhaps uniquely capable of ‘externalizing’ its civilizing
mission. Of course, this does not mean that Europe will be an effective foreign
policy actor, or will even choose to act at all; the claim is simply that when it
does act externally, the identity of ‘civilizing power’ will discipline its instruments
and outputs in ways we would not necessarily see for a traditional Westphalian state.

Europe’s basic trust

Many analysts and practitioners have noted that cooperation among EU member
states is so ingrained that in many issues national interests can be difficult to
disentangle from European ones. Moreover, this cooperation is not just at the
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level of behavioral outputs, but also at the level of process, i.e. of how cooperation
is achieved. Namely, it is now unthinkable not to meet to discuss foreign affairs
prior to decisions – indeed it would be more difficult not to do so.

Of course this has not always been the case. Prior to EPC, European Commu-
nity member states treated meetings with one another, which were ‘irregular’ and
‘intermittent’, as they did meetings with other states. Indeed, regularized multi-
lateral action among European states differed little from that in the North Atlan-
tic Treaty Organization (NATO) (Glarbo 1999: 39). National interests came
first and states maintained a certain level of mutual suspicion, as we would
expect in anarchy. The failures of the European Defense Community (EDC)
in the early 1950s and Fouchet proposals in 1962, not to mention the deep dis-
agreements over responses to the Six Day War, show that member states did not
view the European context as primary, much less act with an eye toward any col-
lective European identity (Smith 2004). By 1970, however, a consensus had
emerged that member states should at least search for a common interest on
matters of global concern, if only to ‘prevent international problems from dis-
rupting the Community’ (Smith 2004: 4). Thus EPC was born with the
minimal goals of pooling and exchanging information, to find consensus and
build mutual trust. It was at first no more than a forum, which institutionalized
opportunities to learn one another’s reasons and positions. What it became,
however, was the basis of member states’ basic trust. Two aspects of this intra-
European foreign policy cooperation stand out as indicating healthy basic
trust: states are attached to the routines, and it has a home in Brussels.

Routines and attachment
The main accomplishment of EPC was to establish the habit of talking to one
another about foreign affairs, or the ‘coordination reflex’. From the start, foreign
ministers met more often than was formally required and introduced additional
twice-yearly (since 1974) Gymnich meetings, the small, face-to-face meetings
guided by no fixed agenda. In addition to that uppermost level, Political Direc-
tors of the ministries, official liaisons (‘European Correspondents’), and EPC
working groups also began regular discussions; and connecting them all was
the COREU, a dedicated encrypted telex network through which member
states could keep one another constantly informed (Smith 2004: 197).

Together these created, by the early 1980s, a ‘decentralized but authoritative
network of deliberative forums’ for discussing foreign policy, at ministerial and
ambassadorial levels (Smith 2004: 105). As Tonra notes, increasingly

national foreign policy actors sought out the views and opinions of partners
before arriving at defined national positions. Thus, the first point of cognitive
reference became, “what will the European partners think?” rather than “what
is our position on this?”

(Toura 2003: 740)

‘The national position is not clear until the partner’s anticipated views have been
considered.’ Tonra argues that the ‘habit of thinking in terms of consensus’,
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which began with EPC and deepened with the CFSP, suggests that decision-
makers began to see themselves as no longer representing purely national
views, but ‘seeking to internalize the views of colleagues in order to see that
their own positions are at least complementary in the common and shared
endeavor of the CFSP’ (Tonra 2003: 740). Glarbo (1999: 644) similarly dis-
cusses this ‘reciprocal, yet in-built, disposition of national diplomacies’ to
consult with European member states. ‘[W]ithin EPC, coordination is not a
deliberatively chosen means of pursuing preferences; it is . . . a naturally
“done thing”.’

Three aspects of EPC in particular seem to have fostered the coordination
reflex. First, EPC had no decision-making mechanism beyond the consensus
principle and was kept wholly separate from Community institutions.
Member states agreed to take no final position without prior consultation,
but the final position need not be a unified one, and no foreign policy
actions were specified. Taking away the pressure to decide made the institution
non-threatening to national interests, and removed an important incentive to
bargain and dig in, leaving more room for brainstorming and compromise.
Second, the institution had an informal ‘club atmosphere’. In other words,
these were not formal diplomatic consultations. This facilitated viewing one
another as colleagues or peers rather than as national representatives promoting
national goals. Additionally, the commitments to privacy and discretion made it
possible to speak freely.

Third, EPC provided an ongoing forum and forums have effects on problem-
solving (Mitzen 2005). Speaking in public causes speakers to moderate their inter-
est claims toward the common good (Elster 1995), and empirical research confirms
that face-to-face talk has beneficial effects on joint problem-solving (e.g. Ostrom
2000). It is true that EPC outputs were generally no more than consensus and
did not result in collective action. But participants placed much importance on
the meetings and agreements. In a sense these meetings instantiated the collective
identity, so that, as Tonra (2003: 747) puts it, the goal of maintaining the collective
both drove members’ action and was realized through it.

The consultation reflex exhibits healthy basic trust. It is a habit in which par-
ticipants can reflect on their practices in light of the identity they share, and
therefore provides the type of ontological security that can ground complex
learning. One can certainly imagine foreign policy cooperation without delib-
erative routines: member states might agree to routinely accept a particular
state’s positions as authoritative, or to routinely circulate their prepared policy
statements, and so on. What EPC set in motion, instead, was a habit of
vetting foreign policy positions to one another, and even exchanging rationales
as they were forming these positions.

A habit of deliberation might seem paradoxical. After all, deliberation is
about scrutinizing taken-for-granted norms and practices, or undoing habits.
Indeed, the promise of deliberative processes is to re-anchor social life on the
basis of reasoned consensus on the common good, rather than on the prefer-
ences of the powerful, or social custom. The ontological security generating
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power of habits, on the other hand, rests on their automaticity: habits substitute
for reflection and choice. But what is important here is the specific type of habit
that was internalized: European states became habituated to meeting and talking
through foreign policy positions with one another. The automaticity is at a pro-
cedural, not a substantive level. Policy-makers do not ‘choose’ each time
whether to meet or give reasons; it does not cross policy-makers’ minds not to
meet. Indeed, if communicative action is the ‘micro-mechanism’ of this security
community, as Sjursen (2004) argues (see also Risse 2000; Tonra 2003), it
would seem that this mechanism, and the substantive promise of deliberative
processes overall, rest on the procedural habituation to them. Participants
must take for granted that their deliberative processes are in some sense tem-
porally open-ended, that they will be exchanging reasons again and again, in
order to allow themselves to be persuaded or to learn.

If the consultation reflex is an indication of healthy basic trust, states should
be attached to it and it should be difficult to disrupt. One way to gauge attach-
ment is to consider how deeply member states have internalized the reflex. The
fact that EPC’s informal norms have been increasingly institutionalized and
codified, and that the reflex is not simply among ministers but extends to the
embassy level as well, indicate a deepening ‘taken-for-grantedness’, or internal-
ization. Another indication of internalization is the re-orientation of national
level bureaucracies and foreign ministries toward Europe. Tonra (2003: 740)
argues that national foreign policy bureaucracies are increasingly linked struc-
turally to the ‘collective foreign policy machine’ (see also Jørgensen 1997:
178–9). Of course, there is variation in adaptations made by particular
member states. But even in larger, more powerful states there is a downgrading
of unilateral foreign policy initiatives relative to collective ones. Jan Irlenkauser
(2004: 8) points out, for example, that German strategic planning has nothing
like the European Security Strategy (ESS). There is no ‘political will to clearly
define national interests’, and the most recent defense white paper was back
in 1994. Lisbeth Aggestam (2004: 10) argues that regular interaction between
foreign policy decision-makers has resulted in a ‘nationalization of European
identity’. In the 1990s, British, French, and German policy-makers did not
simply adapt to EU membership, as one might adapt to an external force
impinging on national interests. Rather, they conceived and constructed
foreign policy differently than they did while acting strictly as independent
nation states (Aggestam 2004: 238). Aggestam finds that, in the 1990s, there was:

lack of reference made to independent foreign policies, and (greater) emphasis
on the fact that unilateral action was neither an attractive nor feasible option
. . . European cooperation in foreign policy was considered the norm and
national action the exception.

(Aggestam 2004: 242)

But ontological security suggests that attachment is not just internalization.
That is, it suggests a cognitive–affective dimension – a motivational glue –
to routines that internalization alone does not quite capture. Actors want to
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hold onto identities, and will hold onto routines that reproduce those identities,
even if holding onto the identity becomes more difficult. With this in mind, one
way to get at this glue empirically would be to look beyond the institution of
EPC/CFSP itself and ask, how has the EU responded to threats, or to
changes in the threat environment? As we have seen above, extreme change or
uncertainty can threaten routinized cooperative relationships by causing some
actors to securitize their identities: actors with rigid basic trust will tend to
create a monolithic Self and cast out the Other. In the EU context this securi-
tization could take one of two forms. Member states might re-nationalize, with-
drawing from intra-European routines; or they might band together to cast out
the non-European, threatening Other.

Importantly, this did not happen in the 1990s with the end of the Cold War.
Instead, Europe’s response supports the hypothesis of healthy basic trust. For
example, faced with the breakup of the former Yugoslavia, in late 1991,
Germany unilaterally recognized Croatia. The move was widely criticized,
and certainly did not exhibit deliberative routines, but member states did not
respond by ‘going national’ themselves, distancing themselves, or viewing the
German action as threatening. State identities were not securitized. Instead
member states asserted the authority of the group. As Aggestam (2004: 244–
5) argues, the breakup of Yugoslavia ‘opened the discursive space for the reason-
ing of new rules of action’, and while arguably Europe did not find a satisfactory
joint response, struggling with it did not destroy the Union but led states to
become more ‘deeply committed to the idea of Europe as a civilizing process
that eventually should comprise the whole European continent’. The result
was a deeper norm of cooperation and consultation among European states,
not a securitization.

Home
Another factor that I have argued is important for healthy basic trust is a stable,
secure private space, a ‘home’, in which one can safely practice self-maintenance.
‘Brusselization’ (Allen 1998: 56–8), the ‘shift in the physical and psychological
locus of national decision-making to Brussels-based intergovernmental insti-
tutions’ (Tonra 2000: 147), stands out in this regard. Initially, the 1981
London Report established a proto-secretariat, an administrative aid that
moved with the presidency and working groups every six months. But by the
1986 Single European Act (SEA), the EPC secretariat was given a permanent
home in Brussels. Transgovernmental foreign policy cooperation in the 1990s
became less club-like and more like other EU cooperation as working group
practices ‘harmonized’ in Brussels; for example, through the merging of
CFSP groups with those of the Committee of Permanent Representatives
(COREPER) (Tonra 2000).

It is tempting to view Brusselization in negative terms, as greater bureaucra-
tization, with all the attendant unreflexive routinization, task duplication, and
turf battles that we associate with bureaucracies. But while the Brussels-based
institutional forums still need to work out the distribution of responsibilities
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for foreign affairs and security policy (Howorth 2001), as Tonra (2000: 159)
points out, it is significant that diplomats and not national civil servants are
the participants in the ‘Brussels machine’. In general, diplomats are recruited
and trained differently than national civil servants, namely with an eye
toward developing empathy toward others. ‘[D]iplomats . . . share a culture
and mode of thought which is at least distinct from that of national civil servants
and is perhaps more open to the possibilities of shared and mutually beneficial
interests.’ In other words, diplomats might be more oriented to consensus and
joint solutions than national civil servants. What Brusselization does is to give
European diplomats a ‘European’ home to supplement their national home,
and this can be seen to provide a secure space for being ‘Europe’ together.
That is, having a place devoted to maintaining their conversations gives onto-
logical security.

Of course, a sphere of privacy in foreign policy decision-making might not be
desirable for other reasons – shielding decision-makers from the public eye can
call into question the democratic legitimacy of a foreign policy output. But that
important issue can be bracketed for now, especially because in general, govern-
ments tend to be more secretive in foreign policy than in domestic policy.
So even if we might question the normative implications of this privacy, it is
not the case that the European home by itself is causing a loss of input from
national mass publics. Rather, it provides a space in which states can be
‘public in private’, i.e. visible to one another as part of the collective identity
of Europe, while relatively insulated from the surveillance of their own
publics, or of other states.

Europe’s civilizing power

Thus far I have proposed that the intra-European routines of foreign policy
cooperation manifest healthy basic trust, which suggests that a changing or
uncertain threat environment will not lead to internal fragmentation or to
Othering. But the latter is worth examining more closely. The EU’s civilizing
identity is a self-conception about its relationship to and treatment of a non-
European Other, but historically, civilizing missions have been colonialist pro-
jects, rooted in military power. So the question is, can Europe sustain a civilizing
identity if it acquires military capabilities, or do military capabilities necessarily
bias such missions?

Indeed, one might be skeptical that the EU (or any polity) could be a civiliz-
ing power. Internal habits are not necessarily exported. Realists would argue that
any civilizing mission runs up against the imperatives of anarchy; relativists
might argue that one state’s civilizing mission is another state’s hegemonic impo-
sition of values. For example, US domestic politics are premised on public delib-
eration among member states and the identity as a civilizing power is often
invoked; but the US does not necessarily produce the identity as a civilizing
power deliberatively in its relations with others. Indeed, its ambivalent relation-
ship toward multilateralism suggests that the self-conception as a civilizing
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power can remain in a bubble, insulated from interstate practices, and thus be
nothing more than a fantasy identity (Adler 2005). This suggests that even if
the EU’s civilizing identity is anchored in healthy basic trust among member
states, there is no reason to expect that this identity could be exported.

However, the analogy from US to EU is not direct. The EU is not a West-
phalian state, a hierarchical structure with the ability to coerce its members.
Some 1990s developments certainly looked like a trend toward hierarchy or fed-
eralization, such as the Commission’s joint right of initiative or the High Repre-
sentative of the CFSP. But neither the Commission, the European Parliament
nor the European Court of Justice participate in CFSP decision-making,
which is still nearly completely governed by unanimity rules and permits
states to opt out of EU foreign policy positions.

Thus, EU foreign policy is not determined in a hierarchical state-like
environment and then projected, fully formed, into an anarchic one. Rather,
within the EU there is always a little bit of anarchy going on. A crucial function
of EU deliberative routines is to manage or tame the anarchic space that remains
between the European states themselves. Thus, while for EU member states war
might be unthinkable, there is a fundamental difference in the way war is
unthinkable between Illinois and Wisconsin versus between France and
Germany. For the latter, the security dilemma is never completely overcome.
War is unthinkable only by being continually produced as such, through the
habits and routines of European cooperation.

I propose that because the habit of deliberation tames anarchy ‘inside’, it also
produces the potential to civilize EU relations with the ‘outside’: EU foreign
policy is not only ‘inter-action’ with outsiders but also always ‘intra-action’,
and this makes all the difference. So as long as EU member states premise exter-
nal relations on their habits of deliberation, it would be difficult to keep that
identity divorced from interstate practice. There is a greater chance that external
practices will be disciplined by that identity. This does not mean that the EU
will be an effective actor, or even successfully implement a given policy. But
it does mean that it will be difficult to take security actions that are inconsistent
with an internationally accepted notion of what it means to be civilized (cf.
Manners 2002a).

Some support for my hypothesis that Europe’s internal mode of securing
basic trust conditions its relations with the world can be found by comparing
the recent US NSS to the ESS. These documents respond essentially to the
same post-11 September threat environment, where terrorism and the prolifer-
ation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) loom large. But both the process
by which the doctrines were made and the substance of the doctrines themselves
differ considerably, and arguably the different processes help to account for the
substance.

The NSS is mandated by law and emerges from the National Security Council
essentially fully formed. It is not made in consultation with other states. Some of
the principles of the current NSS – such as the US responsibility to shape the
world and its goal of preventing the rise of another superpower – have been
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percolating since around 1990, but they only became dominant after 11 Septem-
ber. Substantively, as Felix Berenskoetter (2005: 76) shows, in the NSS, US
primacy is portrayed as the result of its victory in the Cold War, and as rooted
in its domestic constitution: American freedom, democracy and capitalism.
The key threats that the US faces to its primacy – and to global order altogether
– are terrorism, rogue states and WMD. While the document does not explore
the causes of these threats, the causes, like the threats themselves, are outside
the US and the Western world. Terrorists and rogue states are deviants; they
have nothing to do with the US and are expelled from its self-identity (Berens-
koetter 2005: 78–9). Instead, these threats are depicted as thriving in the not-
US, where freedom is lacking. Faced with this radical, evil Other, the US must
respond forcefully, and unilaterally if necessary. The document is by no means
insular: the US ought to help spread its successful model throughout the
world. But the NSS portrays this as a distinctly ‘American internationalism’,
i.e. where universal responsibility can be carried out alone. There is little
mention of multilateralism, the UN or international law (Berenskoetter 2005:
84). In other words, US identity is securitized – the Other is cast out – and
the response is unilateral and military.

The ESS differs both procedurally and substantively. First, consider the sheer
novelty of the ESS. Security strategies are tools of states for guiding foreign
policy; there is no precedent for a group of states to produce a doctrine. More-
over, the various EU member states have different strategic cultures and may
view their threat environments quite differently. As Hill and Wallace (1996:
8) point out, foreign policy requires a shared identity and sense of ‘place in
the world’, which comes from ‘national history and myths’. In this respect,
Europe’s collective identity is weak relative to those of its member states, and
so there is no reason to expect a ‘Europe-first’ response to a threat. This is the
context in which Javier Solana, as High Representative of the CFSP, initiated
the ESS. He circulated a draft to member states in June 2003, after which
Europe’s deliberative habits took over. The ESS’s content and terms – such
as the controversial use of the word ‘pre-emption’ – were debated, the docu-
ment was altered, and EU member states voted and accepted it six months
later in December (Bailes 2005).

Four substantive differences – nicely highlighted by Berenskoetter (2005) –
between the ESS and the NSS stand out. First, rather than frame the document
in terms of a democratic victory, the ESS situates Europe’s role as arising from
its own past, using that history of rivalry and conflict as ‘a source of critical self-
reflection’ (Berenskoetter 2005: 89–90). Second, the threats of terrorism, rogue
states and WMD do not ‘dominate’ the document the way they do the NSS;
indeed, rather than highlight uncertainty and fear in the post-11 September
world, the ESS notes that Europe has ‘never been so secure’. Terrorism and
WMD proliferation have complex causes, and the real threat is more general:
globalization, instability and failed states threaten everyone. Third, where
specific threats are considered, they are not ‘expelled’ from Europe itself. The
ESS notes that modernization, crises and alienation can cause terrorism and
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these are part of all European societies. Threats to stability are caused by us as
much as them: the ESS does not equate threats with the ‘not-us’ as the NSS so
pointedly does (Berenskoetter 2005: 81). Finally, for dealing with these threats,
cooperation and multilateralism are crucial; indeed, the ESS ‘does not leave
room for an alternative’ to multilateral action. The document replaces any refer-
ence to pre-emption with the notion of fostering a ‘culture of prevention’, to
address the causes of instability and failed states, and build post-conflict
peace. Military capabilities are mentioned solely in the context of post-conflict
situations, not as instruments for taking offensive action (Berenskoetter 2005:
85). In sum, the ESS links security practices, including the use of force, to
Europe’s civilizing identity without Othering the non-European. Rather, the
threatening Other is made a part of itself.

Arguably, the fact that the ESS was produced deliberatively, by participants
who themselves have one foot in anarchy, helps to account for this substantive
difference. European states can only be themselves by performing their delibera-
tive routines; there would be no ESS without European deliberation. But
because Europe’s routines are among separate states, they cannot help but
keep salient Europe’s own conflictual history. This, in turn, disciplines its strat-
egies against expelling the non-European Other. What is expelled instead are the
impulses to renationalize, and the impulse to action that might be received as
aggression.

In sum, Europe’s routines of foreign policy cooperation are deliberative and
internalized, and member states are attached to them. Moreover, even in a
highly uncertain threat environment, member states continue to turn to delib-
eration and cooperation and the results are anything but a securitization of
European identity. All of this suggests that Europe’s civilizing identity is sup-
ported by healthy basic trust. If that is true, then changes in EU instruments,
such as greater military capabilities, will not themselves undermine that identity.

CONCLUSION

Positing that states need ontological security suggests that habits more than
capabilities anchor identity. With this in mind, examining the character of
the routines through which European member states achieve ontological secur-
ity, I have argued that EU foreign policy cooperation can maintain a non-
colonialist civilizing identity even as the EU gains greater military capabilities.
Unlike the US, which can define its civilizing mission wholly internally, EU
member states cannot even define Europe as ‘civilizing’ without confronting
some degree of anarchy.

Of course, incorporating military capabilities into a civilian identity is diffi-
cult on many levels, and finding a way to reconcile the use of force in particular
instances with the identity as a civilizing power will be an ongoing challenge. It
is not yet clear precisely how the EU will assimilate military tools into its civiliz-
ing mission, and I certainly do not mean to understate the challenge. But the
point is that, on their own, military capabilities need not threaten the EU’s
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civilizing power. Because the particular habits supporting the EU’s civilizing
identity are healthy and increasingly robust, the EU may be uniquely able to
project its civilizing identity outward. Great power Europe, it seems, is not
on the horizon.
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NOTES

1 For helpful comments, many thanks to Knud Erik Jørgensen, Morten Kelstrup, Ian
Manners, Srdjan Vucetic, Alex Wendt, Børge Romsloe, and participants in the
CIDEL Workshop, Oslo, Norway, October 2004. I am especially grateful to
Helene Sjursen both for inviting me to join this project and for detailed comments
and guidance on successive drafts. An earlier version was presented at EUSA, Austin,
Texas, March 2005.

2 Even if individuals need ontological security, it is a leap to suggest that states need
ontological security in an analogous way. But the argument developed here does not
necessarily rest on that broad claim, since many of the points are made about indi-
viduals rather than states.
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