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Reflexive Security: NATO and 
International Risk Society 

Mikkel Vedby Rasmussen 

Consider the intellectual situation in Europe after 1989. A whole world order 
had broken down. What an opportunity to adventure into the new! But we 
stick to old concepts and ideas and make the same mistakes.1 

How is one to understand the West’s security policy in Europe after the end of the 
Cold War? The best way to gain such an understanding is, perhaps, to inquire how 
the West defines the threats of the times and how it imagines achieving security in 
those circumstances. If one consults the documents of NATO and other Western 
security institutions, one finds that the security environment is being consistently 
defined in terms of ‘security challenges and risks’. The notion of ‘security 
challenges and risks’ serves primarily as NATO’s reminder that threats to security 
persist in the post-Cold War world. The nature of these challenges is defined by 
risk. Risk is becoming the operative concept of Western security. 
 Ulrich Beck’s theory of reflexive modernity and risk society offers a means to 
conceptualise and understand the transformation of Western security policies. This 
article thus explores how a theory new to International Relations can illuminate 
NATO’s redefinition of both the concept of security and its identity following the 
end of the Cold War. Beck’s concept of risk is used as an analytical tool, as I 
change the original focus of his analysis while keeping his theory (mostly) intact. I 
seek neither to set out ‘Beck’s theory of International Relations’ (IR),2 nor to 
establish a reflexive theory of IR in general or of security in particular.3  

                                                           
A previous version of this article was presented at the 1999 conference of the British International 
Studies Association in Manchester. I am grateful to Christopher Coker, Michael C. Williams, Ole 
Wæver, Bertel Heurlin, Peter Viggo Jakobsen, Casper Sylvest, Anders Wivel and Klaus Rasborg for 
their most useful comments and suggestions on preceding versions and incarnations of the argument 
made in this article. I would also like to thank the anonymous reviewers, and the editorial board of 
Millennium for their suggestions for improving the article. Needless to say, the responsibility for the 
remaining shortcomings is mine. I acknowledge the Danish Social Science Research Council for 
funding my research on ‘reflexive security’, and the funding of the Copenhagen Research Project on 
European Integration for my preliminary work on the subject. 

1. Ulrich Beck, ‘Politics of Risk Society’, in The Politics of Risk Society, ed. Jane Franklin 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998), 9. 

2. Only Beck himself can state his thoughts on international affairs; as he has eloquently done on a 
number of occasions. For example, see Ulrich Beck, ‘Nation-States without Enemies: The Military and 
Democracy After the End of the Cold War’, in Democracy Without Enemies, ed. Ulrich Beck 
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 I propose to utilise Beck’s theory in analysing three constitutive elements of 
reflexive politics: ‘management’, the ‘presence of the future’ and the ‘boomerang 
effect’.4 ‘Management’ describes how politics in reflexive modernity is no longer 
the pursuit of ends, but how governments are forced to take a position where they 
have to continuously construct new means in order to manage risks. The ‘presence 
of the future’ describes how scenarios for the future guide politics, as modern 
causal temporality breaks down in the face of proliferating risks. The ‘boomerang 
effect’ describes the breakdown of the distinction between ‘self’ and ‘other’. In 
risk society, threats are often the consequences of one’s own actions. 
 The article proceeds firstly by arguing that security policy expresses the 
application of a certain rationality, and consequently evolves with that rationality. 
Secondly, Beck’s notion that the rationality of modern society is transforming, 
making society reflexive and ‘late-modern’, is introduced. This discussion serves, 
thirdly, to establish the possibilities for using the concept of risk society in the 
study of Western security. Finally, the notion of risk is used to analyse NATO’s 
construction of security after the end of the Cold War.5 

The Sociology of Security 

Theories of security are essentially praxeologies: theories guiding action. 
‘International security’, Lawrence Freedman asserts, ‘addresses questions of force: 
how to spot it, stop it, resist it, and occasionally threaten and even use it’.6 As a 
number of constructivist security studies have observed, however, security agents 
do not necessarily address the question of force in the same way.7 Ole Wæver 
argues that ‘spotting’ an issue of security is itself a social construct. There are no 
objective threats.8 For that reason not every security threat need necessarily be a 

                                                                                                                                      
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998); Ulrich Beck, World Risk Society (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1999); and 
Ulrich Beck, What Is Globalization? (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000). 

3. A critical analysis of Beck’s notion of international society following the Cold War would be most 
interesting, as would the attempt to develop a reflexive theory of international security. However, this 
article will only attempt to illustrate the use to which Beck’s theory can be put in the study of 
international security.  

4. In contrast to ‘management’ and the ‘presence of the future’, the ‘boomerang effect’ is Beck’s own 
concept. Ulrich Beck, Risk Society, trans. Mark Ritter (London: Sage Publications, 1992), 37. 

5. This analysis is an illustration of the analytical power of the notion of risk society rather than an 
exhaustive analysis of post-Cold War security in Europe. 

6. Lawrence Freedman, ‘International Security: Changing Targets’, Foreign Policy, no. 110 (1998): 
48. 

7. Though this is one of the few points on which constructivist security studies agree, they do take 
their point of departure from the assertion that neither threats nor the response to threats are objective. 
For introductions to the dominating schools of constructivist security studies, see Peter J. Katzenstein, 
ed., The Culture of National Security: Norms and Identity in World Politics (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1996) and Keith Krause and Michael C. Williams, eds., Critical Security Studies: 
Concepts and Cases (Minneapolis, MI: University of Minnesota Press, 1997). 

8. Ole Wæver, ‘Securitization and Desecuritization’, in On Security, ed. Ronnie D. Lipschutz (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1995). 
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threat of military force.9 By identifying an issue as a security threat a state signifies 
certain actions as threats. On the basis of that construction, it then applies a specific 
set of rules on how to stop the security threat, resist it and counter it. 
 The discourse of security presupposes a state of peace, however imperfect it may 
be, which is being threatened. In fact, as James Der Derian points out, the early 
modern conception of security found in, for example, Hobbes refers to attaining 
peace of mind in an insecure world.10 One finds countless examples of this in 
Shakespeare. ‘Thus have we swept suspicion from our seat’, Edward IV exclaims, 
‘and made our footstool of security’.11 Here, security signifies the escape from civil 
war to a stable political order.  
 This, Michael Williams argues, was the genesis of the modern concept of 
security. ‘Security’ was a new way of thinking about conflict that offered an escape 
from what Theodore Rabb termed the ‘crisis of the seventeenth century’.12 Security 
opened the possibility of redefining ‘threat’ in terms of particular dangers to the 
peace of particular societies, rather than in terms of threats to the universal peace 
offered by religion. Wars fought through a universalist religious language, such as 
the Thirty Years War, were almost impossible to end. Security, Williams argues, 
offered a way to end the conflicts of universals by redefining the terms by which a 
threat was ‘spotted’.13 
 Constructivist security studies argue that the means of spotting threats and 
resisting and using force are socially constructed. ‘Security’ itself functions as a 
‘signifier’ by means of which certain rules are applied to actions of force. These 
rules constitute a particular rationality that prescribes the appropriate way of acting 
in certain circumstances. Security theories translate these prescriptions into 
praxeologies either in a prescriptive or descriptive form. The profound 
consequence of this view is that there can be no universal theory of security. 
 Agents are not only subject to a praxeology of security, for security praxeologies 
stem from the same social setting as the agents. As a security praxeology is the 
medium of a socially constructed rationality, it must develop as society itself 
develops. While constructivist security studies have been quite successful in 
demonstrating that security, to paraphrase Alexander Wendt, is ‘what states make 
of it’, little work has been done on what happens to concepts of security as the 
                                                           

9. Ole Waever, Barry Buzan, Morten Kelstrup, and Pierre Lemaitre, Identity, Migration and the New 
Security Agenda in Europe (London: Pinter Publishers, 1993). 

10. James Der Derian, ‘The Value of Security: Hobbes, Marx, Nietzsche, and Baudrillard’, in On 
Security.  

11. William Shakespeare, King Henry VI, Part 3, Act 5, Scene 7, in [http:// chemicool.com/ 
Shakespeare/ 3henryvi/] (10 October 2001). 

12. Michael C. Williams, ‘Identity and the Politics of Security’, European Journal of International 
Relations 4, no. 2 (1998): 204-225 and Theodore K. Rabb, The Struggle for Stability in Early Modern 
Europe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975).  

13. For an account of the transformations of the concept of security in the twentieth century, see 
Mikkel Vedby Rasmussen, A Time for Peace, (Ph.D. diss., University of Copenhagen, 2001). For a 
conceptual history of security from ‘Plato to NATO’, see Ole Wæver, ‘Security: A Conceptual History 
for International Relations’, paper presented at the 12th Nordic Political Science Congress, Uppsala, 19-
21 August 1999. 
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social make-up of states evolves.14 To pursue this line of analysis it is necessary to 
focus on the sociology of security. As the work of the authors quoted above 
testifies, the sociology of security is increasingly coming into focus. So much in 
fact that Bill McSweeney argues that security studies are entering a ‘sociological 
era’.15  
 Sociology’s founding fathers researched the praxeology of modern society. Max 
Weber concluded that means-ends rationality was the defining feature of modern 
action, and that the further development of modernity would be characterised by its 
displacement of other types of rationality.16 Within the sphere of international 
security, one might regard the establishment of the paradigm of national security 
after the Second World War as the high tide of means-ends rationality. The tide, 
however, has turned. A growing body of sociological work concludes that means-
ends rationality is being displaced by a reflexive rationality.17 Western society is 
becoming late-modern. There are many consequences of this transformation, and 
many more theories of how to conceptualise it. In an attempt to conceptualise the 
Western construction of security in terms of ‘security challenges and risks’, this 
article focuses on only one of these theories: Ulrich Beck’s meta-scenario of risk 
society. 
 Beck’s analysis of reflexivity is uniquely suited for adoption by IR because it 
focuses on the political consequences of the transformation from modern to late-
modern rationality. Furthermore, Beck’s notion of reflexivity is relevant to the 
discussion within security studies of what signifies security, that is, how to ‘spot’ 
threats. In effect, Beck argues that the ‘signifier’ of Western political discourse is 
transforming. In modernity, that signifier was the distribution of wealth (hence the 
mainstream definition of politics as the distribution of resources in society). In late-
modernity, however, Beck finds the signifier of politics to be risk. The reflexivity 
of politics described addresses the same questions as security studies. It may even 
be argued that domestic politics have become more like international politics. 
Unfortunately, most theorists of IR seem not to have noticed, although some 
sociologists have. Their analysis may serve as our inspiration. 

                                                           
14. See Alexander Wendt, ‘Anarchy is What States Make of It: The Social Construction of Power 

Politics’, International Organization 46, no. 2 (1992): 391-425. 
15. Bill McSweeney, Security, Identity and Interests: A Sociology of International Relations 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 31. 
16. Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology, vol. 1, eds. Guenther 

Roth and Claus Wittich (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1968). 
17. For an introduction to this line of analysis, see Ulrich Beck, Anthony Giddens, and Scott Lash, 

Reflexive Modernization: Politics, Tradition and Aesthetics in the Modern Social Order (Cambridge: 
Polity Press, 1994); Anthony Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern 
Age (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991); and Scott Lash, Another Modernity: A Different Rationality 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1999). 
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Introducing Risk Society 

Beck’s notion of risk society is the centrepiece of a theory of becoming. Risk 
society is a social scenario towards which some elements of Western society are 
heading, while others have already arrived.18 As a scenario, risk society describes 
the transformation process, as well as the probable result of this transformation: the 
construction of a new type of society, which may or may not survive this ‘late-
modern’ epoch. The risk scenario shows the creation of a new social rationality, 
which, according to Beck, calls for a new sociological theory. 
 The canon of sociology, Beck argues, conceptualised how modern society 
replaced traditional society.19 Durkheim, Marx and Weber’s interest in the creation 
of modernity was driven by an urge to understand the new conditions of agency in 
contemporary societies. Perhaps Weber brought the analysis of rationality furthest; 
by combining Marx’s focus on the different historical configurations of rationality, 
with Durkheim’s focus on how individual actions were guided by rationality, he 
developed a typology of rationalities.20  
 Weber held that in modernity humans defined their being in terms of means-ends 
rationality, which he defined as the determination of action ‘by expectations as to 
the behaviour of objects in the environment and of other human beings; these 
expectations are used as “conditions” or “means” for the attainment of the actor’s 
own rationally pursued and calculated ends’.21 The reason for being, means-ends 
rationality held, was to be found in Reason.22 The reason for acting was not an 
individual matter, as in the case of affectual or value rationality. The reasons for 
actions were universal and calculable. This meant that all subjects were basically 
alike and that action only differed because of the discrepancy in the means of 
carrying out ends, not in a discrepancy in the ends themselves. 
 The notion of raison d’état is one example of such a means-ends rationality. The 
state is assumed to have certain interests. The realisation of these interests depends 
on its means, or capabilities, and the capabilities of other states. The outcome, and 
the way it comes to constitute the international system (for example, as a 
bipolarity), is calculated on the basis of the balance of capabilities. The ends, the 
interests, are not to be calculated, but are considered as universal ‘givens’. States 
have different interests only insofar as they have different means to pursue them. 

                                                           
18. Beck, Risk Society, 9-10. 
19. Ibid., 19-50. 
20. Weber identified four types of rationality: value rationality, means-ends rationality, traditional 

rationality and affectual rationality. Weber, Economy and Society, 24-26. 
21. Ibid., 24. 
22. I refer to Reason with a capital R in order to distinguish a motivation for action (reason) from a 

paradigm that constitutes a certain type of thinking in a rational manner (Reason). Reason thus refers to 
the Cartesian assertion that a subject can know the world independently of itself, and thereby develop a 
perfect, or near perfect, knowledge on how to act. 
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Beyond Modernity 

Central to Weber’s conception of rationality was the notion that means-ends 
rationality became more and more influential in modern society. As it was the 
essence of modern sociability, its displacement of older modes of rationality meant 
that ‘modernity’ became more and more ‘modern’. Beck seizes this notion of 
modernity as a process of becoming, arguing that modernity has become so 
modern, so means-ends rational, that it has ceased to be modern.23 
 This development may be compared to the repetition of a sentence over and over 
again. When you have repeated it a couple of times, the rhythm of the sentence 
takes over and you focus exclusively on reproducing the words. As you continue to 
say the words, however, the meaning that linked them into a sentence gives way to 
the rhythm of saying it. The act of forming the sentence, which seemed natural, 
and hardly conscious a moment before, has become an object of contemplation and 
of choice.  The arbitrary nature of meaning becomes clear: the sentence could have 
been different, one ought perhaps to have expressed another meaning, one could 
have used a different language, etc. Meaning has become an object of reflection. 
 Late-modernity represents the same phenomenon. ‘Society’, Beck asserts, 
‘becomes a theme and a problem for itself’.24 As modernity has realised the 
opportunities and dangers Weber saw—and quite a few he could not possibly have 
fathomed—means-ends rationality no longer constitutes the only mode of being 
that social agents can imagine. Modernity has become ‘reflexive’ because the 
identity of social subjects is no longer determined by means-ends rationality as a 
matter of course. Rationality is a matter of being no longer. Rationality is a matter 
of becoming, and therefore social subjects are reflecting on which rationality to 
adopt. Thus, for Beck, social constructivism is not exclusively about the 
philosophy of science: it is also a matter of praxeology. We are, Beck argues, 
‘living in an age of constructivism’.25 

Constructing Risk  

Beck defines risk as ‘a systematic way of dealing with hazards and insecurities 
induced and introduced by modernization itself’.26 The rationality of risk is 
reflexive because the ‘hazards and insecurities’ with which it is concerned are 
products of the society that has to deal with them. Pollution is the example most 
often cited in explaining the concept of risk. Pollution is the product of 
modernisation. Without pollution there would be no industry, and thus no modern 
society. When faced with the danger of pollution, modern society is facing itself. 

                                                           
23. Beck thus concurs with those who conceive present society as a state of late-modernity or reflexive 

modernity. Other prominent sociologists with that view include Anthony Giddens, Niklas Luhmann and 
Scott Lash. 

24. Beck, Risk Society, 8. 
25. Beck, World Risk Society, 133. 
26. Beck, Risk Society, 21. 
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For that very reason, dealing with pollution is immensely difficult. It calls for the 
re-evaluation of previous decisions on the distribution of resources in society. 
 The ‘BSE-crisis’, which began in the mid-1990s, is in Beck’s view ‘a textbook 
example of risk society’.27 BSE is the product of modern, means-ends rational, 
industrial farming. In that context it is most cost-effective to recycle dead sheep as 
foodstuffs, but the unintended consequence has been to transmit BSE to cows, 
thereby introducing it into the human food chain. The risk of BSE is the result of a 
modern, means-ends rational decision, but what to do with BSE has proved to be a 
risk. In the 1980s and early 1990s the British government’s assessment of the risk 
seems to have been correct on the basis of the data it had at the time. As Beck 
continually points out, however, risk is not a matter of statistics. A certain level of 
risk, which may be acceptable in general, is a catastrophe in particular cases.28  
 These particular cases afflict certain social settings or geographical areas; the 
role of politics is to demarcate these areas. Therefore politics to a large extent 
becomes, in Beck’s words, symbolical.29 The reactions to BSE in Europe show 
this. The statistics were right. The risk of getting BSE-infected beef on your plate 
is very small indeed. However, the risk of BSE is constructed as one of the greatest 
health hazards in Europe. In order to act on that risk the British government in 
1996 ordered the slaughter of thousands of cows in an act of ‘animal sacrifice at 
the end of the twentieth century’: a ritual act needed to reassure the public and 
appease the European Commission.30 Symbolical politics continued as other 
European governments introduced draconian regulations on the beef industry and, 
for good measure, temporarily banned the import of British beef. 
 In applying the concept of risk, one is faced with the problem that not only does 
Beck’s inspired style of writing eludes easy categorisation, but his new theory 
involves many aspects of social reality not directly relevant to IR and, indeed, 
international security. In his work on politics, however, three essential features are 
apparent: ‘management’, the ‘presence of the future’, and the ‘boomerang effect’. 

‘Management’ 

Michel Foucault has argued that the constitutive metaphor of modern governance 
(‘governmentality’) has been the ship: politics has been about guiding the ship of 
state to a safe harbour.31 To risk society, the safe harbour has disappeared from the 
horizon.  
 There is a temporal dimension to the ‘end’ in means-ends rationality. With the 
appropriate means, you can realise your ends, and thereby resolve the problem at 
                                                           

27. Beck, World Risk Society, 48. 
28. Beck, Risk Society, 29-30. 
29. Ibid., 57. 
30. Martin Woollacott, ‘Risky Business, Safety’, in The Politics of Risk Society, 47. 
31. Michel Foucault, ‘Governmentality’, Essential Works of Foucault: 1954-1984, vol. 3, Power, ed. 

James D. Faubion (New York: The New Press, 2000). See also Graham Burchell, Colin Gordon, and 
Peter Miller, eds., The Foucault Effect: Studies in Governmentality (London: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 
1990). 
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hand. There is, however, no end to risks. For every attempt to remove a risk, new 
risks will proliferate. The ‘governmentality’ of risk society, Mitchell Dean 
argues,32 is therefore about ‘the security of governmental mechanisms 
themselves’.33 In the process of transformation which late-modernity constitutes, 
the most important task is to make government itself possible by letting its 
‘methods’ transform with the times. Beck terms this the ‘politics of politics’.34  
 The very constitution of political agency, the rules by which politics is done, has 
become a subject of reflection. According to Beck, one might thus distinguish 
between ‘rule-directed’ politics and ‘rule-altering’ politics.35 The notion of ‘rule-
altering’ politics is one example of Beck’s belief in social constructivism as a 
reflexive social practice characteristic of risk society. If one defines a social 
construction as socially instituted rules of action, ‘rule-altering’ politics may be 
defined as constructivist politics.  
 Risk society is open to ‘rule-altering’ politics because of risk’s ‘origin in 
decision-making’.36 In a risk society you choose the risks you take, rather than 
eliminate risks altogether. ‘Risks are revealed as systematic events’, Beck argues, 
‘which are accordingly in need of general political regulation’.37 Politics is no 
longer about initiating a social, economic or political process and bringing it to 
conclusion, that is, to the safe harbour of Foucault’s metaphor. Governments no 
longer master ends, only means. Politics is about managing the process. In 
Foucault’s metaphor, the rationale of government is now to keep the ship of state 
afloat. In these circumstances, processes become projects, as governments come to 
identify political success in terms of their ability to manage processes of 
transformation.38 In order to manage them, events are de-singularised and placed in 
the context of a certain political project. Political discourse is therefore constituted 
by ‘definitional struggles over the scale, degrees and urgency of risks’.39 An 
important political technique in this discourse is what Beck terms symbolical 
politics: the art of producing closure where there is none.40 
                                                           

32. Mitchell Dean, Governmentality: Power and Rule in Modern Society (London: Sage, 1999), 194. 
Dean argues that the focus on governmentality, or ‘management’, is beyond Beck’s conception of 
society. He points to the fact that in Risk Society it is never entirely clear whether risks are ‘real’ or 
socially constructed. Later, Beck argues that they are in fact both. See his World Risk Society, 133-152. 
This argument places him in the same school of social constructivism as John Searle. See John R. 
Searle, The Construction of Social Reality (London: Penguin Books, 1995). A constructivist reading of 
Beck has always been possible and he seems to have come to understand his project in that way. Given 
Beck’s focus on politics—which is strangely absent in Dean’s account of Beck’s thoughts—
governmentality provides a way of conceptualising Beck’s ideas of a new rationality of government, 
rather than a departure from his analysis.  

33. Ibid., 194. 
34. Ulrich Beck, ‘The Reinvention of Politics: Towards a Theory of Reflexive Modernization’, in 

Reflexive Modernization, 35. 
35. Beck, ‘The Reinvention of Politics’, 34-36. 
36. Beck, World Risk Society, 50. 
37. Ibid., 51. 
38. I owe this phrase to Bertel Heurlin. 
39. Beck, Risk Society, 46. 
40. Ibid., 57. 
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The ‘Presence of the Future’ 

‘The concept of risk’, Beck argues, ‘reverses the relationship of past, present and 
future’.41 Risk is the consequence of an action, which has yet to materialise. In 
attempting to avoid risk one is thus defining present problems by their perceived 
future consequences. At present, global warming makes an impact that is easily 
dismissed as the usual fluctuation in weather. It is the scenario for the 
consequences global warming may have on the world’s ecosystem in the future 
that constitutes a threat; a threat real enough to place global warming high on the 
international political agenda. In Beck’s words, ‘future events that have not yet 
occurred become the object of current action’.42 Governments are compelled to act 
on the causes of global warming. A cause, however, is supposed to be identified in 
terms of its effect. At present there is no effect, only the scenario of what may 
happen. Scenarios make risks, in Beck’s phrase, a ‘real virtuality’.43 The very 
causality of political discourse is thus circumvented. It is not present actions that 
are to produce future results, but perceived future results that produce present 
actions. 
 By creating ‘real virtuality’, scenarios become an important part of constructivist 
politics. Scenarios impose a ‘presence of the future’ that delegitimises old rules. 
The negative reaction, even from the friends and allies of the US, to President 
Bush’s decision in 2001 not to ratify the Kyoto Protocol demonstrates how a 
scenario can create rules (in this case, rules of international environmental 
cooperation) that may only be broken at one’s peril. The rules of the game quickly 
forced the Bush administration to suggest other ways to curb global warming. 
Abandoning the project altogether was a political impossibility.  

The ‘Boomerang Effect’  

‘Risks display a social boomerang effect in their diffusion’, Beck argues.44 The 
causality that defines modernity not only breaks down in time, as risks construct 
political action in terms of ‘real virtualities’; the causality of modernity also breaks 
down in space. In risk society you become the object of your own actions. Until 
late-modernity, Beck argues, threats were constructed in terms of an ‘other’.45 It 
was God, nature or another extra-human entity that was the source of trouble. In 
relations between human societies regarding each other as alien entities, another 
state provided the ‘other’.46 Constructivist security studies have thus pointed to the 

                                                           
41. Beck, World Risk Society, 137. 
42. Ibid., 52. 
43. Ibid., 136. 
44. Beck, Risk Society, 37. 
45. Beck, World Risk Society, 50. 
46. For a description of how the ‘self-other’ relation has been used in IR, see Iver B. Neumann, ‘Self 

and Other in International Relations’, European Journal of International Relations 2, no. 2 (1996): 139-
174. 
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dichotomy between ‘self-other’ as constitutive of security policy.47 However, it 
seems reasonable to follow Beck’s argument that reflexive modernity means the 
‘end of the Other’.48 The distinction between ‘self’ and ‘other’ breaks down as 
reflexivity makes the ‘self’ the object of its own actions. The daughter of the 
manager of a polluting factory can get asthma as well as anybody else. In risk 
society ‘perpetrator and victim’, Beck argues, ‘sooner or later become identical’.49 
For that reason ‘risk society is by tendency also a self-critical society’.50 
 Reflexivity is characterised by a loss of control.51 Ends are no longer believed to 
be controlled by the means allocated to achieve them. Because of this lack of 
control of outcomes, taking a decision becomes a risk in itself. It becomes a risk 
because it is based on a scenario for the future; and it is risky because any 
reflective decision is in fact a choice between risks rather than a choice between a 
safe and unsafe policy. This fact makes you reflect on everything you are doing to 
others as if it was something you were doing to yourself.52 Beck argues that the 
ultimate case of the ‘boomerang effect’ is Mutual Assured Destruction (MAD): ‘in 
the worst, unthinkable case, a nuclear world war, this is evident; it also destroys the 
aggressor’.53 
 These three features of politics in risk society may guide an inquiry into the 
possibilities of applying the notion of risk to the study of international security. But 
is it worthwhile? The next section offers an answer to that question. 

An International Risk Society? 

Phenomena of indisputably new importance, pollution and health issues have been 
the focus of the growing corpus of risk literature. These issues have provided risk 
literature with an empirical stage of relevance. Here, Beck and others have been 
able to articulate their ideas of a new modernity, just as bureaucracy served as 
Weber’s heuristic vehicle for understanding the formation of modernity. But it is 
an inroad only. The assertion that the fundamental rationality of Western society is 
transforming must be true of much more than pollution, or not at all.  

                                                           
47. See, for example, David Campbell, Writing Security: United States Foreign Policy and the Politics 

of Identity (Minneapolis, MI: Minnesota University Press, 1992); James Der Derian, Diplomacy: A 
Genealogy of Western Estrangement (Oxford: Blackwell, 1987); Bradley S. Klein, Strategic Studies and 
World Order: The Global Politics of Deterrence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994); and 
Michael J. Shapiro, Reading the Post-modern Polity: Political Theory as Textual Practice 
(Minneapolis, MI: Minnesota University Press, 1992).  

48. Beck, World Risk Society, 62. 
49. Beck, Risk Society, 38. 
50. Beck, ‘Reinventing Politics’, 11. 
51. Beck, World Risk Society, 139. 
52. From a Kantian point of view this might be said to increase the moral worth of one’s actions. As 

Luhmann points out, however, a more likely outcome is to moralise one actions, to construct one’s 
victims as accomplices. Niklas Luhmann, Risk: A Sociological Theory, trans. Rhodes Barrett (New 
York: Walter de Gruyter, 1993), x-xi.  

53. Beck, Risk Society, 38. 
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 Our question, then, must be: is an international risk society coming into being? 
Or, more precisely, is reflexive rationality also guiding international issues like 
security? In Risk Society, Beck points to the existence of ‘communities of danger’ 
that ultimately can only be comprised in the United Nations.54 Recently, Beck has 
taken the argument further, arguing that ‘a world risk society’ ought to bring about 
cosmopolitan societies.55 Cosmopolitanism, according to Beck, arises from the fact 
that societies become so interdependent by virtue of shared risks that the rules of 
politics are reconstructed in internationalist terms. However, this focus on the 
internationalisation of society is supplemented by a view of international politics 
that, though far less prevalent in Beck’s writings, presents a much greater 
challenge to IR than the notion of interdependence created by pollution.  
 Even if we accept the notion of transnationalisation, which merits the application 
of sociological theories to some new areas of IR, Martin Wight could still be right 
that the core rationale of war and peace is beyond the possibility of transformation 
and therefore beyond the reach of social theory.56 As mentioned above, Beck 
emphasises that the use of nuclear weapons is conditioned by risk. Underlying this 
view of nuclear weapons is an understanding of the world as a community of 
danger.57 In other words, Beck claims, not only is risk creating interdependent 
societies, it is also transforming the rationality of international processes.  
 How can the existence of an international risk society be illustrated? Risk society 
is constituted by reflexive rationality. Reflexive rationality manifests itself in 
constructivist political practices. An international risk society can be said to exist 
to the extent that international agents act according to a reflexive rationality. The 
purpose of this article is to investigate whether Western societies constitute 
international agency in the same reflexive terms as they do national agency.  
 The West imagines European security in terms of NATO. The West is a generic 
term, as is NATO, for what John Searle describes as collective intentionality in the 
actions of a number of governments.58 Whereas the West is a collective identity 
that shapes the actions of certain governments on a wide range of issues, NATO 
has become the pivot of Western security. It institutionalises a collective identity at 
the same time as it provides the military and political infrastructure for its member 
governments to act in concert. Following the end of the Cold War, NATO 
reaffirmed its identity as a collective intentionality that furnished the ends as well 
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as means for Western security.59 NATO thus provides an opportunity for studying 
the Western praxeology of security. The next section will sketch how NATO 
embodied the rules of the modern security praxeology, and how it became the pivot 
of rule-altering politics after the Cold War.   

Strategy and Security 

In the late eighteenth century the concept of strategy came to define ‘questions of 
force’ in terms of means-ends rationality. Strategy was to define ‘war’s conduct as 
a “science” whose principles could be discovered, laid down in a “system”, and 
taught in the military academies that were just beginning to open their doors’.60 No 
one has defined the modern conception of strategy better than Carl von Clausewitz. 
Raymond Aron points out that Clausewitz’s theory is a praxeology.61 ‘War’, 
Clausewitz famously asserted, ‘is simply a continuation of political intercourse 
with the addition of other means’.62 By arguing that war was a means to achieve 
political ends, Clausewitz sought to define the rationality of war rather than its 
‘grammar’.63 War has a meaning shared by no other form of violence (for example 
a bar brawl) because it is defined as a means to ends beyond the acts of violence 
themselves. The purpose of war is to use military means for political ends.64  
 Politics is ‘nothing in itself’, Clausewitz argued, ‘it is simply the trustee for all 
these interests [of the state] against other states’.65 As war, politics was a means to 
an end. In the twentieth century the political ends served by strategy were defined 
by the concept of ‘security’. Security conceptually integrated a number of 
‘interests’ into a coherent strategy for how a state should act. This process gained 
momentum in the wake of the Second World War. It was the concept of ‘national 
security’ that came to define Western strategy during the Cold War.66 It is 
important to note that compared to previous conceptions, ‘national security’ was a 
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very ‘broad’ concept. As the US National Security Council pointed out in its NSC-
68 report, in ‘times of apparent peace’ security was not merely a matter of military 
capabilities. According to NSC-68, the military stalemate made it necessary to 
‘make ourselves strong’ in socio-economic and ideological terms. Victory was to 
be an achievement not only of American society but also of the power of American 
ideals.67  

The New Strategic Environment 

The Cold War created a strategic environment with little space for transformation. 
By limiting states’ possibilities of action it entrenched the means-ends rationality 
of ‘national security’. One indication of this is that academic interest in the concept 
of security faded during the Cold War, but forcefully returned in the 1990s.68 At 
that time, the West believed that the world of NSC-68 had disappeared. ‘The 
monolithic, massive and potential immediate threat’ of a Soviet attack had 
vanished, NATO asserted in its Strategic Concept of 1991.69 This was, in the words 
of President Clinton, a ‘moment of panoramic change, of vast opportunities and 
troubling threats’.70 The end of the Cold War removed almost every one of the 
threats mentioned in NSC-68, the threats which warranted the concept of ‘national 
security’. However, the end of the Cold War did not mean the end of security 
policy. 
 Nowhere was the concept of ‘national security’ more constitutive than in NATO. 
Therefore many, if not most, security experts expected NATO to disappear with 
the end of the Cold War and ‘national security’ (and some still do).71 If the 
Alliance was to carry on, it was argued, it would be through bureaucratic inertia or 
to insure the safe passage to a new security order.72 The opposite has happened: 
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NATO has become the pivotal institution in constructing a new European security 
architecture. Most importantly, perhaps, the construction of the new security 
architecture has to a considerable extent been achieved by constructing a new 
reflexive conception of security. NATO has not only reinvented itself; it has 
provided a Western forum for reinventing security.  
 NATO has come to understand itself as a rule-altering institution. ‘The new 
strategic environment’, NATO Secretary General Lord Robertson argued in the 
Mounbatten Lecture at the University of Edinburgh, ‘offers us a unique luxury; the 
opportunity to set the security agenda ourselves. And setting the agenda is what 
NATO of the 21st century is all about’.73 Thus the organisation is actively 
reconstructing the terms of its own existence. One of Beck’s central ideas is that 
constructivism is not only a philosophy of science but a characteristic of our times: 
NATO is clearly in a time of construction. In that sense, it lives up to the 
characteristics of reflexive modernity. An important part of reflexivity is the self-
awareness brought about by reflection on one’s ability to construct one’s own 
terms of existence. NATO defines itself by the constructive character by which it 
has set a new security agenda.  
 It is as an agent of constructivist politics that the Alliance finds its legitimacy, 
and therefore it opposes other constructions of what NATO is about. ‘NATO 
remains frequently misunderstood—its character as well as its policies’, Lord 
Robertson complains; ‘too many observers still tend to judge NATO by the 
outdated yardsticks of the Cold War’.74 Struggles of definition (or discourse), and 
the symbolic politics they entail, are central to NATO’s own understanding of its 
purpose. Though its image is a matter for its spin-doctors to construct, the ways in 
which NATO imagines security and security agency in the post-Cold War world is 
immensely important for security studies.  
 NATO has been used as the forum for establishing a Western consensus on the 
security issues of the post-Cold War world. Most important to this process have 
been the two ‘strategic concepts’ of 1991 and 1999, which served to establish a 
common ground between Western governments on how to conceive not only 
NATO’s new role but also the security environment in which the Alliance should 
operate. In the following, I will therefore take my point of departure primarily from 
NATO’s strategic concepts in order to briefly outline the post-Cold War 
construction of security. Analysis of these concepts shows that not only does 
NATO’s self-conscious constructivism illustrate the heuristic value of Beck’s 
concept of reflexivity, but that the concept of security NATO is constructing is 
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based on a notion of risk that fits Beck’s theoretical framework in a very successful 
manner.75 

Security Challenges and Risks 

Since 1991, NATO has defined the object of security—what is to be spotted, 
stopped, resisted and used—as ‘security challenges and risks’.76 This redefinition is 
a self-conscious break with the past and forms the basis for the construction of a 
new praxeology of security. In Beck’s terms, it exemplifies ‘rule-altering 
politics’.77 This is a type of politics one might refer to as constructivist, as it seeks 
to redirect policy by changing the entire conception of the environment of action. 
According to NATO, the new security environment is completely different from 
the past. The Cold War focused NATO in one direction and made the Alliance 
focus exclusively on the resources need to defeat the Red Army. ‘In contrast with 
the predominant threat of the past’, NATO argued in 1991, ‘the risks to Allied 
security that remain are multi-faceted in nature and multi-directional, which makes 
them hard to predict and assess’.78 The new security policies NATO has 
constructed to deal with this new environment can be described through the 
concepts of ‘management’, the ‘presence of the future’ and the ‘boomerang effect’. 

‘Management’: A Work in Progress 

‘Security in the Cold War was essentially about things we didn’t want to happen’, 
Lord Robertson argues.79 NATO fought the Cold War by constructing a defensive 
security structure. Following the end of the Cold War, NATO has turned 
institution-building into an offensive strategy of ‘rule-altering’ politics. By making 
itself the institutional centre of European security, NATO has sought to manage the 
transformation of the Cold War system. It has used the enlargement of its own 
institutional sphere to define the rules of the new European security system in ways 
the Alliance believes will guarantee peace. 
 By inviting Poland, the Czech Republic and Hungary to join the Alliance in 
2000, NATO committed to a radical enlargement of its membership. Furthermore, 
NATO has placed itself at the centre of a number of institutions and cooperation 
arrangements (Partnership for Peace, North Atlantic Cooperation Council, etc.) that 
                                                           

75. Of course, the post-Cold War Western conception of security is neither completely uniform nor 
has it come into being at once. As the purpose of the analysis is to illustrate the possible application of 
Beck’s ideas rather than make a complete and in-depth analysis of NATO’s strategic development in the 
1990s, I will deal only with the overall outcome of the process of constructing a new understanding of 
security. 

76. NATO, ‘Strategic Concept 1991’, reprinted in NATO Handbook Documentation §8, 236-37 and 
NATO, ‘The Alliance’s Strategic Concept Approved by the Heads of State and Government 
Participating in the Meeting of the North Atlantic Council in Washington DC on 23rd and 24th April 
1999’, reprinted in NATO Handbook Documentation, §20, 411-12. 

77. Beck, ‘The Reinventing of Politics’, 34-35. 
78. NATO, ‘Strategic Concept 1991’, §9, 237. 
79. Robertson, NATO in the New Millennium, §1. 



Millennium 

 300

include most European states. Furthermore, it goes to great lengths to stress the 
historical continuity of these two strategies of institution building. ‘The Alliance’, 
as the ‘Strategic Concept of 1999’ explains, ‘has striven since its inception to 
secure a just and lasting peaceful order in Europe’.80 What has changed, according 
to NATO, is the environment in which its vision of peace is to be realised.  
 Central to NATO’s conception of the conditions for security agency in the post-
Cold War world is the notion that there exists ‘an environment of continuing 
change’.81 To NATO, this transformation is the result of the Alliance’s victory in 
the Cold War.82 The Alliance has a reflexive approach to its victory, however. By 
constructing our era in reflexive terms, NATO does not advocate that the post-Cold 
War world offers the possibility of pursuing clearly defined ends, achieved by 
means of the organisation itself. NATO has not set a new end for itself; it has 
established a number of guidelines by which it can manage the transformation of 
the present. In other words, NATO policy follows Beck’s recipe for political 
agency in reflexive modernity. The enlargement process shows this clearly.  
 Perhaps not surprisingly, the real debate about NATO enlargement did not take 
place at the Madrid Summit in 1997 when the decision on who should join the 
Alliance in the first round of the enlargement process was taken. The discussions in 
Madrid were portrayed as an objective evaluation of the applicants’ ability to join, 
and the decision reached was thus presented as the closure of the subject. The fact, 
however, that so much emphasis was placed on the need for a new round of 
enlargement suggested that the Madrid meeting itself was an act of symbolic 
politics, which was merely a signpost in a much larger process.  
 The decision on enlargement was a true act of constructivist politics. With the 
Study on NATO Enlargement, and the discussions within the Alliance that 
surrounded it, NATO defined the conditions under which a country could join: any 
future member state should be well on its way to becoming a democratic society 
and should be in a condition to contribute to the security of the Alliance as a 
whole.83 In spite of their vagueness (or perhaps because of it), these rules defined 
the enlargement process. They enabled NATO to reject a number of applicants in 
the first round of enlargement, but they also enabled applicants to keep the process 
open. In order to manage this process, NATO has increasingly sought to provide 
‘objective’ rules for when a state can be admitted into the Alliance. Thus, in 1999 
NATO launched the Membership Action Plan (MAP), which has created a process 
of consultation and evaluation through which states that seek membership may 
improve their military capabilities, while NATO can gain insights into their ability 
to meet Alliance standards.84 Beck discusses these kinds of technocratic strategies 
in relation to environmental regulation, where the limits of pollution are defined by 
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scientific arguments that claim secure knowledge in situations where there can 
only be reflection.85 The same is true of NATO enlargement. MAP only disguises 
the fact that the question of who should become a member is a political decision. 
NATO readily acknowledges this; perhaps because of MAP’s attempt to ‘objectify’ 
enlargement has provided at least some applicants with a discourse through which 
they can convincingly argue in favour of their membership when their military 
reforms are going well. 
 Enlargement is a reflexive process because its rules make NATO reflect not only 
on the nature of the Alliance but also on the characteristics of Western society. The 
criteria for joining NATO are, for all their vagueness, essentially requirements for 
‘Western-ness’. For that reason, enlargement has been inevitable. In the early 
1990s, the Eastern Europeans successfully portrayed their societies as ‘Western’. 
As NATO defined itself and its ‘enduring’ mission in terms of defending a 
‘common heritage and civilisation’,86 Václav Havel could convincingly argue that 
‘[i]f the West does not find a key to us, who were once violently separated from 
the West...it will ultimately lose the key to itself’.87 The key of Western identity is 
to lock the door to the past. ‘Protecting peace in a new Europe’ in effect meant 
managing the new Europe. The Alliance’s repeated emphasis on ‘stability’ must be 
seen in that light. Because the present is defined by transformation, doing nothing 
means losing control. In terms of the ship metaphor of governmentality, 
enlargement was regarded as the only way to steer Europe away from the rocks of 
the Cold War. Without it, the West feared that a wave of instability might push 
Europe backwards. In the words of Secretary General Javier Solana, ‘[m]anaging 
Europe’s benign evolution...is after all NATO’s key role today’.88 
 NATO had to alter the rules of security policy in order to play that role. Thus 
NATO has broadened its conception of security. In the ‘Strategic Concepts’ that 
the organisation publishes regularly, NATO commits itself to ‘a broad approach to 
security, which recognises the importance of political, economic, social and 
environmental factors in addition to the indispensable defence dimension’.89 Such a 
broad concept of security has enabled NATO to realise its ambition of stabilising 
the peace achieved with the collapse of the Soviet Union. 
 This policy demonstrates how constructivist politics can change the content of 
concepts by placing them within a different understanding. Adopting a broader 
concept of security, NATO appropriated ideas designed in the 1980s as alternatives 
to NATO’s approach to security.90 From NATO’s own perspective on the way the 
times had changed, however, this was quite natural. Faced with the ‘monolithic’ 
threat of the Red Army, NATO had focused on military security. Now, ‘managing 
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the diversity of challenges facing the Alliance requires a broad approach to 
security’.91 
 While this broad concept of security was originally designed to make NATO 
obsolete as the foremost provider of Western security, it is now used to export 
NATO’s services, making the Alliance the centre of European security. Institutions 
like the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE)—which 
were explicitly intended to build security through the deliberative and inclusive 
strategies associated with the broad concept of security in the 1980s—have been 
marginalised because they are regarded as being unable to provide the enforcement 
capabilities needed by the West. In NATO, the broad concept of security provides 
a praxeology for the active enforcement of Western security rather than 
deliberation over different security considerations. Furthermore, widening the 
concept of security has permitted NATO enlargement to be constructed as a 
security necessity. The new European order holds many diverse threats in need of 
‘management’. 
 The broad concept of security has become the key whereby the West has opened 
the door of a new security order with NATO at the centre. As the very purpose of 
this order is to manage transformation, it holds an inherent impetus for continued 
expansion of the NATO framework. In the words of Lord Robertson, ‘[s]ecurity in 
Europe remains a work in progress’.92 Reflexivity offers no end. NATO’s example 
shows that one reason for this is that the policies needed to manage the problems at 
hand produce awareness of yet other problems. The broad concept of security 
continually presents new security issues to manage. As we shall see in the section 
on the ‘boomerang effect’, this has forced the West to face some hard choices. 

The ‘Presence of the Future’: Proliferating Threats 

In the West, the end of the Cold War was constructed as the beginning of a new 
era, where a peace would reign. In this construction, however, peace did not entail 
the end of security. As described above, NATO has expanded its concept of 
security and engaged in much more active security policies. These policies led to 
its first major military engagement, against Yugoslavia during the Kosovo Crisis in 
1999. How did a time of ‘peace’ become the scene of such an active security 
policy? The answer lies partly in the argument above: the broad concept of security 
has made NATO regard the post-Cold War world as a time of security challenges. 
Equally, however, NATO’s construction of the present as a time of transformation 
has focused its attention on the threats of the future rather than on the peace of the 
present. 
 Proliferation is the catchword of insecurity in the age of risk society. 
Proliferation describes the accumulation of a threat across time. The construction 
of a risk depends on a scenario that constitutes a ‘real virtuality’ in Beck’s terms. 
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Proliferation describes the logic in that scenario whereby minor problems of the 
present are constructed as major threats of the future. 
 David Mutimer points out that in the course of the 1990s the issues signified by 
‘proliferation’ have expanded dramatically. From signifying the stable control of 
nuclear weapons in the hands of the five original nuclear powers, proliferation has 
come to refer not only to the spread of other weapons of mass destruction but of 
any threat that spreads. Mutimer shows how the concept of proliferation control is 
even applied to the ‘war on drugs’.93 Again, it is the future that makes these issues 
security concerns. It is not the establishment of a nuclear facility in North Korea 
that poses a threat, but the prospect of North Korea having a nuclear capability. It 
is not the production of coca, and perhaps not even drug abuse in the US that poses 
a problem, but drugs’ long-term destabilising effect on Latin American countries 
and their effect on crime and social stability in the US.  
 NATO applies the proliferation discourse to European security, and from a 
proliferation perspective the time of peace is more precarious than if it had been 
constructed in the terms of NSC-68. NATO operates against three types of 
‘proliferation’. Firstly, NATO focuses on the ‘spilling over’ of ‘serious economic, 
social and political difficulties’ in ‘countries in and around the Euro-Atlantic 
area’.94  
 Secondly, the conception that not only Europe but the entire planet is in a 
process of transformation towards a more globalised world has convinced the 
Alliance that it has to ‘take account of the global context’. In a globalised world, 
conflicts from faraway countries can proliferate into the West by means of 
terrorism or organised crime. Furthermore, the disruption of the flow of vital 
resources need not only refer to oil but to a vast quantity of other goods and 
services from around the world that globalised economies need to function.95 
Finally, NATO identifies ‘the proliferation of nuclear, biological and chemical 
(NBC) weapons and their means of delivery’ as ‘a matter of serious concern’.96 
These constructions of proliferation erode the distinction between ‘the North-
Atlantic area’ and the area beyond. NATO needs to go farther afield in order to 
maintain its security in a changing, globalised world. Proliferation temporalises the 
broad concept of security. The broad concept of security identifies, for example, 
economic or social crises as security issues. Proliferation outlines how these 
security problems might become the West’s security problems in time.  
 Furthermore, proliferation may be regarded as the negative manifestation of the 
constructivist politics of risk society. From this perspective, ‘management’ can be 
regarded as benign, guided mechanism of proliferation. The enlargement process is 
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a means of proliferating the institutions that NATO believes to have brought peace 
and security for fifty years across the European continent. It is guided by a scenario 
envisaging how all of Europe can develop into a security community like the West. 
However, not all European countries need to join NATO at once. The process of 
enlargement itself will proliferate security throughout the European system, or so 
the West hopes.97 Thus, the West is painfully aware that security is not the only 
possible outcome of enlargement. An alienated, hostile Russia is another 
eventuality that greatly concerns NATO. It is this ‘boomerang effect’ that is the 
subject of the next section. 

The ‘Boomerang Effect’: Risking Peace 

‘Theory told us that NATO enlargement and a NATO-Russia relationship would 
be mutually exclusive goals’, Javier Solana told the readers of The Economist, as 
NATO membership was enlarged to include Poland, the Czech Republic and 
Hungary; ‘practice proved otherwise’. However, Solana admits that, ‘[w]ithout the 
political and military compass of the Cold War, our decisions had an element of 
improvisation’.98 In other words, NATO’s enlargement was a leap of faith: faith in 
the idea that the post-Cold War world was different from the world of the past, and 
that, therefore, one of the most enduring rules of international politics, the security 
dilemma, no longer applied.99 Above all, it required faith in NATO’s ability to 
manage an enlargement process beyond the known rules of international security.  
 NATO was continuously presented with the consequences of its actions, as 
Russia construed NATO’s actions as threats that would unleash a security dilemma 
in Russian-NATO relations. Reflection on the possibility of unleashing a security 
dilemma made the Alliance’s very nature a ‘theme and a problem in itself’. The 
discourse on NATO, thus, came to focus on Gearóid Ó Tuathail’s claim that, 
‘contemporary geopolitics is characterized by many “boomerang effects” with the 
institutions that are supposedly producing “security” actually producing the 
opposite’.100  
 Enlargement is a truly constructivist policy. As such, it faced stiff opposition 
from those who sought to construct the rules differently. Believing the security 
dilemma still applied, George Kennan termed enlargement ‘a fateful error’ that 
would ‘impel Russian foreign policy in directions decidedly not to our liking’.101 
To ensure that would not be the case, NATO attempted to slow the pace of 
enlargement to facilitate Russian acceptance of the concept. The Partnership for 
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Peace, Clinton told the North Atlantic Council, ‘enables us to prepare and to work 
toward the enlargement of NATO...It enables us to do it in a way that gives us the 
time to reach out to Russia’.102 However, this strategy also gave Russia time to 
launch a constructivist ‘counter-offensive’.  
 Russia did its best to draw attention to the ‘boomerang effect’ of enlargement. 
One of the more spectacular instances of this ‘shock diplomacy’ was at the OSCE 
meeting in Stockholm in 1992.103 Foreign Minister Kozyrev delivered a bellicose 
speech prompting the assembly to wonder whether a new cold war had started, 
until he reappeared to announce that while his speech did not reflect current 
Russian policy, NATO enlargement would bring people with these confrontational 
views to power. This was a powerful example of symbolic politics, through which 
Russia presented its own scenario envisaging the nature of European politics if 
enlargement went ahead.  
 The West, however, had faith in its own scenario. As Secretary of State 
Madeleine Albright told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Russia’s policy 
was  

a product of old misconceptions about NATO and old ways of thinking about 
its former satellites in central Europe. Instead of changing our policies to 
accommodate Russia’s outdated fears, we need to encourage Russia’s more 
modern aspirations.104 

Thus, Russian strategy proved to be a boomerang itself. By not accepting the 
Western construction of the post-Cold War world, Russia painted its own policies 
as ‘outdated’ in Western eyes. In times of change, the worst thing you can be is 
outdated. The Western conception of how the security environment was changing 
thus delegitimised Russia’s concerns.105 Russian fears of being sidelined from the 
construction of the post-Cold War world was confirmed in part because Russia had 
given the West arguments for not taking Russia’s policies seriously. This clash of 
perspectives was addressed by the NATO-Russia Permanent Joint Council, yet 
another of NATO’s ‘management’ institutions.106 
 As mentioned above, enlargement did not provide a closure. On the contrary, 
many in the West fear that the prospect of ever further enlargement may become a 
boomerang crippling the effectiveness of NATO. The Alliance defeated Russia’s 
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(boomerang) military strategy by constructing Russia’s policies as outdated. The 
result of this construction is, of course, that when Russia’s policy is ‘brought up to 
date’ it ought to be able to join NATO. The Alliance does not construct Russia as 
an ‘other’ but as a part of the process of transformation which the West itself is 
passing through. The difference is one of time, rather than space or identity. ‘Only 
time will tell what Russia’s ultimate role in Europe will be’, President Clinton 
argued, presenting a scenario for the complete, democratic transformation of 
Russia. In that eventuality, ‘no doors can be sealed shut to Russia—not NATO’s, 
not the EU’s’.107 The prospect of Russia joining NATO, not to speak of the EU, 
leaves many in the West and particularly in Europe fearing for the effectiveness of 
these Western institutions.108 As these institutions have been constructed as the 
precondition for peace, the logic by which peace is to be secured is the very same 
logic that threatens to undermine peace in the long run.  
 The Kosovo Crisis is another illustration of the ‘boomerang effect’. Having 
barely secured Russian acceptance of enlargement, the West went to war with 
Yugoslavia against Russian wishes, fully aware that this would confirm Russia’s 
fears of a Europe dominated by NATO and subject to NATO intervention. The 
‘boomerang effect’ was a part of the decision. Winning the Kosovo conflict, thus, 
also became a matter of winning back Russian acceptance for NATO’s new role.  
 While Kosovo has been constructed as a symbol of NATO’s ability to secure 
peace and stability, it should also give rise to reflection on NATO’s course. During 
the Kosovo crisis, the Alliance agonised over resorting to force to safeguard the 
values it had itself portrayed as underwriting European peace and security. The 
very act of establishing a security system based on Western values had produced so 
many contingencies of risk, that using the system to achieve the things it promised 
might jeopardise the entire system.  
 Having prevailed in the confrontation with Yugoslavia, the West faced a 
boomerang of victory. NATO had fought for a multiethnic Kosovo; a Kosovo 
which, in the words of the British Foreign Secretary Robin Cook, could be part of a 
cosmopolitan ‘modern Europe’.109 Following the Yugoslav crisis, NATO had to 
face great difficulties in creating an environment in Kosovo in which 
cosmopolitanism will have any chance to flourish. Two years after the end of 
hostilities, ethnic violence not only continues, but continues to be a source of 
instability in the region.  
 Furthermore, Kosovo seems unable to establish a self-sustaining existence, not 
least because of the West’s symbolic politics of sovereignty. Sovereignty offers 
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closure and clearly defined solutions to political problems.110 However, the West is 
achieving the exact opposite by insisting on Yugoslav sovereignty over Kosovo 
when NATO’s ‘cosmopolitan law enforcement’ denies its very possibility.111 To 
the West, sovereignty is vital to order in the Balkans. It is believed that respect of 
state sovereignty will resolve the issues that have caused a decade of war in the 
former Yugoslavia. NATO’s actions, however, show that closure is symbolic at 
best. Since NATO will not give Kosovo back to Yugoslavia, international 
occupation seems the only solution; but it is a solution that manages rather than 
resolves the problem. In Kosovo, NATO is confronted daily with the ‘boomerang 
effect’ of its actions, yet there seems no way to transcend it since every solution 
produces a new ‘boomerang effect’. Beck terms such a situation a ‘risk trap’.112 
The West may fall into more risk traps unless it uses NATO to construct new 
policy options rather than limiting its existing ones.  

Conclusions 

By defining the post-Cold War security environment in terms of ‘security 
challenges and risks’, NATO has engaged in constructivist politics. It has, thus, 
provided a forum in which the rules directing Western security policy have been 
redefined in terms of ‘management’, the ‘presence of the future’, and the 
‘boomerang effect’. NATO has imagined itself as the agent of change in the post-
Cold War era. Its means of facilitating change has been through the broadening of 
the concept of security. This has placed it at the centre of a cobweb of security 
issues, interests and institutions. NATO’s function has become the weaving of this 
web into a stable security structure for the twenty-first century. It is the ‘presence 
of the future’ that has made this very active security policy necessary in the eyes of 
the West. The West has regarded, in turn, this time of peace from the perspective 
of a broadened conception of security because it believes that peace can only be 
maintained if every contingency in the proliferation of threats is managed. NATO’s 
constructivist policies have presented the West with several ‘boomerang effects’. 
Nonetheless, enlargement was carried through in spite of fears of alienating Russia. 
Just as NATO seemed to have managed that risk, it felt compelled to intervene in 
the Kosovo Crisis, risking its precarious relationship with Russia. In that sense, 
NATO’s ‘management’ of the Kosovo Crisis clearly shows the ‘risk trap’ the West 
faces. Western policy in the 1990s has created so many ‘boomerang effects’ that 
NATO’s window of opportunity has become very narrow indeed on a number of 
issues central to the West.  
 Security, therefore, is no longer what it was during the Cold War. A decade after 
the end of the Cold War this might seem a trivial point. Still, most studies of 
international security analyse the changes in quantitative terms. There are fewer 
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threats to ‘spot’, the argument goes, and therefore agencies like NATO must 
concentrate on less important threats in order to justify their existence. This line of 
argument overlooks the fact that the rules by which security issues are ‘spotted’ 
and the measures taken to stop threats have been transformed. The construction of 
these new rules has been pivotal to structuring European security; including the 
central role NATO has come to play in this structure. Security studies needs an 
understanding of agency that does not overlook these developments. This article’s 
central purpose has been to suggest that Beck’s notions of risk society and 
reflexive modernity offer a way of appreciating these new rules of security policy. 
 If security studies is entering a ‘sociological era’, as Bill McSweeney suggests, it 
is because the practice of security policy is transforming. Only by appreciating the 
present societal context is one able to account for contemporary security policies. 
Risk society and international risk society ought to be understood as two sides of 
the same coin: a new, reflexive praxeology. It is important to note that this era of 
late-modernity defines a process of transformation rather than an entirely new 
departure. Therefore, elements of past and present practices exist side by side in a 
reflexive relationship. This is evident, for example, in the way NATO defines its 
policies both as a continuation of its ‘enduring purpose’, and as a new practice of 
security that views the Russian approach to security ‘outdated’.  
 This article has focused on NATO in order to illustrate the heuristic value of 
Beck’s concepts of reflexivity. Thus, the article has pointed to the creation of an 
international risk society, but it has not argued for its existence. Such an argument 
would, on the one hand, have to focus on the processes Beck himself describes; 
processes which are eroding the nation-state, most notably, globalisation.113 At a 
time when the rules of world politics are being altered by governments, it would be 
interesting to investigate the extent to which new possibilities open for what Beck 
refers to as ‘sub-politics’, that is, politics outside the traditional political arena 
conducted by new types of political agents (for example social movements, groups 
championing environmental causes, and NGOs).114  
 On the other hand, the analysis of distinctly international practices should be 
pursued further than I have been able to do in this article. The NATO example 
suggests that international security offers many cases of constructivist politics. The 
US’ plans for a Missile Defence (MD) might be one example, as MD is an attempt 
to manage proliferation that has clear ‘boomerang effects’ on the US relations with 
Russia, China and even its European allies. MD may also be regarded as a 
symbolic policy that seeks to create a sense of security in a world where mass-
terrorism strikes with little warning and great effect. The attack on the World Trade 
Centre in September 2001 is a tragic example of a new asymmetrical strategic 
reality that is better understood by the concept of risk society than by traditional 
notions of terrorism.  
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 The further study of reflexive security would illustrate the constructivist nature 
of agency in late-modernity. In a reflexive environment, however, no theory stands 
completely outside practice. Conceptualising security in terms of risk may further 
embed the focus on ‘management’, the ‘presence of the future’ and the ‘boomerang 
effect’ in Western security practice. However, the logic of ‘double hermeneutics’ 
works both ways.115 A theory of international risk society presents security agents 
with a mirror to reflect their own actions, and perhaps change them for the better. 
Security theorists who cling to old concepts will continue to reflect on an old 
discourse at a time when the West is in the process of constructing a new one. 
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