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As a union of 25 states with over 
450 million people producing a 

quarter of the world's Gross National 
Product (GNP), the European Union is 
inevitably a global player... it should 

be ready to share in the 
responsibility for global security and 

in building a better world. 

 
No single country is 

able to tackle today's 
complex problems on 

its own 

Introduction 

 

Europe has never been so prosperous, so secure nor so free.  The violence of the first half of the 

20th Century has given way to a period of peace and stability unprecedented in European history. 

 

The creation of the European Union has been central to this development.  It has transformed the 

relations between our states, and the lives of our citizens.  European countries are committed to 

dealing peacefully with disputes and to co-operating through common institutions.  Over this 

period, the progressive spread of the rule of law and democracy has seen authoritarian regimes 

change into secure, stable and dynamic democracies.  Successive enlargements are making a reality 

of the vision of a united and peaceful continent.  

 

The United States has played a critical role in European 

integration and European security, in particular through NATO.  

The end of the Cold War has left the United States in a dominant 

position as a military actor.  However, no single country is able 

to tackle today’s complex problems on its own. 

 

Europe still faces security threats and challenges.  The outbreak of conflict in the Balkans was a 

reminder that war has not disappeared from our continent.  Over the last decade, no region of the 

world has been untouched by armed conflict.  Most of these conflicts have been within rather than 

between states, and most of the victims have been civilians.  

 

As a union of 25 states with over 450 million 

people producing a quarter of the world’s Gross 

National Product (GNP), and with a wide range of 

instruments at its disposal, the European Union is 

inevitably a global player.  In the last decade 

European forces have been deployed abroad to 

places as distant as Afghanistan, East Timor and the DRC.  The increasing convergence of 

European interests and the strengthening of mutual solidarity of the EU makes us a more credible 

and effective actor.  Europe should be ready to share in the responsibility for global security and in 

building a better world. 
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45 million people die every year of 
hunger and malnutrition...  Aids 
contributes to the breakdown of 

societies...  Security is a 
precondition of development 

 

I. THE SECURITY ENVIRONMENT: GLOBAL CHALLENGES AND KEY THREATS 

 

Global Challenges 

 

The post Cold War environment is one of increasingly open borders in which the internal and 

external aspects of security are indissolubly linked. Flows of trade and investment, the development 

of technology and the spread of democracy have brought freedom and prosperity to many people.  

Others have perceived globalisation as a cause of frustration and injustice.  These developments 

have also increased the scope for non-state groups to play a part in international affairs.  And they 

have increased European dependence – and so vulnerability – on an interconnected infrastructure in 

transport, energy, information and other fields.  

 

Since 1990, almost 4 million people have died in wars, 90% of them civilians.  Over 18 million 

people world-wide have left their homes as a result of conflict. 

 

In much of the developing world, poverty and 

disease cause untold suffering and give rise to 

pressing security concerns. Almost 3 billion 

people, half the world’s population, live on 

less than 2 Euros a day.  45 million die every 

year of hunger and malnutrition. AIDS is now 

one of the most devastating pandemics in human history and contributes to the breakdown of 

societies. New diseases can spread rapidly and become global threats. Sub-Saharan Africa is poorer 

now than it was 10 years ago.  In many cases, economic failure is linked to political problems and 

violent conflict. 

 

Security is a precondition of development.  Conflict not only destroys infrastructure, including 

social infrastructure; it also encourages criminality, deters investment and makes normal economic 

activity impossible. A number of countries and regions are caught in a cycle of conflict, insecurity 

and poverty. 
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The last use of WMD was 
by the Aum terrorist sect 

in the Tokyo 
underground in 1995, 

using sarin gas. 12 
people were killed and 

several thousand 
injured.  Two years 
earlier, Aum had 

sprayed anthrax spores 
on a Tokyo street. 

Competition for natural resources - notably water - which will be aggravated by global warming 

over the next decades, is likely to create further turbulence and migratory movements in various 

regions.  

 

Energy dependence is a special concern for Europe.  Europe is the world’s largest importer of oil 

and gas.  Imports account for about 50% of energy consumption today.  This will rise to 70% in 

2030.  Most energy imports come from the Gulf, Russia and North Africa. 

 

Key Threats 

Large-scale aggression against any Member State is now improbable.  Instead, Europe faces new 

threats which are more diverse, less visible and less predictable.   

 

Terrorism: Terrorism puts lives at risk; it imposes large costs; it seeks to undermine the openness 

and tolerance of our societies, and it poses a growing strategic threat to the whole of Europe.  

Increasingly, terrorist movements are well-resourced, connected by electronic networks, and are 

willing to use unlimited violence to cause massive casualties. 

 

The most recent wave of terrorism is global in its scope and is linked to violent religious extremism.  

It arises out of complex causes. These include the pressures of modernisation, cultural, social and 

political crises, and the alienation of young people living in foreign societies.  This phenomenon is 

also a part of our own society. 

 

Europe is both a target and a base for such terrorism: European countries are targets and have been 

attacked. Logistical bases for Al Qaeda cells have been uncovered in the UK, Italy, Germany, Spain 

and Belgium.  Concerted European action is indispensable. 

 

Proliferation of Weapons of Mass Destruction is 

potentially the greatest threat to our security.  The 

international treaty regimes and export control arrangements 

have slowed the spread of WMD and delivery systems.  We 

are now, however, entering a new and dangerous period that 

raises the possibility of a WMD arms race, especially in the 

Middle East.  Advances in the biological sciences may 

increase the potency of biological weapons in the coming 
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years; attacks with chemical and radiological materials are also a serious possibility.  The spread of 

missile technology adds a further element of instability and could put Europe at increasing risk. 

 

The most frightening scenario is one in which terrorist groups acquire weapons of mass destruction. 

In this event, a small group would be able to inflict damage on a scale previously possible only for 

States and armies.  

 

Regional Conflicts: Problems such as those in Kashmir, the Great Lakes Region and the Korean 

Peninsula impact on European interests directly and indirectly, as do conflicts nearer to home, 

above all in the Middle East.  Violent or frozen conflicts, which also persist on our borders, threaten 

regional stability.   They destroy human lives and social and physical infrastructures; they threaten 

minorities, fundamental freedoms and human rights.  Conflict can lead to extremism, terrorism and 

state failure; it provides opportunities for organised crime. Regional insecurity can fuel the demand 

for WMD.  The most practical way to tackle the often elusive new threats will sometimes be to deal 

with the older problems of regional conflict. 

 

State Failure:  Bad governance – corruption, abuse of power, weak institutions and lack of 

accountability - and civil conflict corrode States from within. In some cases, this has brought about 

the collapse of State institutions. Somalia, Liberia and Afghanistan under the Taliban are the best 

known recent examples. Collapse of the State can be associated with obvious threats, such as 

organised crime or terrorism. State failure is an alarming phenomenon, that undermines global 

governance, and adds to regional instability. 

 

Organised Crime: Europe is a prime target for organised crime. This internal threat to our security 

has an important external dimension: cross-border trafficking in drugs, women, illegal migrants and 

weapons accounts for a large part of the activities of criminal gangs. It can have links with 

terrorism.   

 

Such criminal activities are often associated with weak or failing states. Revenues from drugs have 

fuelled the weakening of state structures in several drug-producing countries. Revenues from trade 

in gemstones, timber and small arms, fuel conflict in other parts of the world.  All these activities 

undermine both the rule of law and social order itself. In extreme cases, organised crime can come 
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to dominate the state.  90% of the heroin in Europe comes from poppies grown in Afghanistan – 

where the drugs trade pays for private armies.  Most of it is distributed through Balkan criminal 

networks which are also responsible for some 200,000 of the 700,000 women victims of the sex 

trade world wide.  A new dimension to organised crime which will merit further attention is the 

growth in maritime piracy. 

 

Taking these different elements together – terrorism committed to maximum violence, the 

availability of weapons of mass destruction, organised crime, the weakening of the state system and 

the privatisation of force – we could be confronted with a very radical threat indeed.  
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In an era of globalisation, 

distant threats may be as much 
a concern as those that are near 

at hand... The first line of 
defence will be often be abroad. 
The new threats are dynamic... 

Conflict prevention and threat 
prevention cannot start too 

early. 

II. STRATEGIC  OBJECTIVES 

 

We live in a world that holds brighter prospects but also greater threats than we have known. The 

future will depend partly on our actions. We need both to think globally and to act locally. To 

defend its security and to promote its values, the EU has three strategic objectives:  

 

Addressing the Threats 

The European Union has been active in tackling the key threats. 

 

� It has responded after 11 September with measures that included the adoption of a European 

Arrest Warrant, steps to attack terrorist financing and an agreement on mutual legal assistance 

with the U.S.A.  The EU continues to develop cooperation in this area and to improve its 

defences. 

 

� It has pursued policies against proliferation over many years.  The Union has just agreed a 

further programme of action which foresees steps to strengthen the International Atomic Energy 

Agency, measures to tighten export controls and to deal with illegal shipments and illicit 

procurement. The EU is committed to achieving universal adherence to multilateral treaty 

regimes, as well as to strengthening the treaties and their verification provisions. 

 

� The European Union and Member States have intervened to help deal with regional conflicts 

and to put failed states back on their feet, including in the Balkans, Afghanistan, and in  the 

DRC.  Restoring good government to the Balkans, fostering democracy and enabling the 

authorities there to tackle organised crime is one of the most effective ways of dealing with 

organised crime within the EU. 

 

In an era of globalisation, distant threats may be 

as much a concern as those that are near at hand.  

Nuclear activities in North Korea, nuclear risks 

in South Asia, and proliferation in the Middle 

East are all of concern to Europe. 

 

Terrorists and criminals are now able to operate 

world-wide: their activities in central or south-

east Asia may be a threat to European countries or their citizens.  Meanwhile, global 
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Enlargement should not 
create new dividing lines in 

Europe. 
Resolution of the Arab/Israeli 
conflict is a strategic priority 

for Europe 

communication increases awareness in Europe of regional conflicts or humanitarian tragedies 

anywhere in the world. 

 

Our traditional concept of self- defence – up to and including the Cold War – was based on the 

threat of invasion.  With the new threats, the first line of defence will often be abroad. The new 

threats are dynamic. The risks of proliferation grow over time; left alone, terrorist networks will 

become ever more dangerous.  State failure and organised crime spread if they are neglected – as 

we have seen in West Africa. This implies that we should be ready to act before a crisis occurs.  

Conflict prevention and threat prevention cannot start too early. 

 

In contrast to the massive visible threat in the Cold War, none of the new threats is purely military; 

nor can any be tackled by purely military means.  Each requires a mixture of instruments.  

Proliferation may be contained through export controls and attacked through political, economic 

and other pressures while the underlying political causes are also tackled.  Dealing with terrorism 

may require a mixture of intelligence, police, judicial, military and other means.  In failed states, 

military instruments may be needed to restore order, humanitarian means to tackle the immediate 

crisis.  Regional conflicts need political solutions but military assets and effective policing may be 

needed in the post conflict phase.  Economic instruments serve reconstruction, and civilian crisis 

management helps restore civil government. The European Union is particularly well equipped to 

respond to such multi-faceted situations.  

 

Building Security in our Neighbourhood 

 

Even in an era of globalisation, geography is still important.  It is in the European interest that 

countries on our borders are well-governed.  Neighbours who are engaged in violent conflict, weak 

states where organised crime flourishes, 

dysfunctional societies or exploding population 

growth on its borders all pose problems for 

Europe. 

 

 

 



 

8 

   EN 

 

The integration of acceding states increases our security but also brings  the EU closer to troubled 

areas.  Our task is to promote a ring of well governed countries to the East of the European Union 

and on the borders of the Mediterranean with whom we can enjoy close and cooperative relations. 

 

The importance of this is best illustrated in the Balkans. Through our concerted efforts with the US, 

Russia, NATO and other international partners, the stability of the region is no longer threatened by 

the outbreak of major conflict.  The credibility of our foreign policy depends on the consolidation of 

our achievements there.  The European perspective offers both a strategic objective and an incentive 

for reform. 

 

It is not in our interest that enlargement should create new dividing lines in Europe.  We need to 

extend the benefits of economic and political cooperation to our neighbours in the East while 

tackling political problems there.  We should now take a stronger and more active interest in the 

problems of the Southern Caucasus, which will in due course also be a neighbouring region. 

 

Resolution of the Arab/Israeli conflict is a strategic priority for Europe.  Without this, there will be 

little chance of dealing with other problems in the Middle East.  The European Union must remain 

engaged and ready to commit resources to the problem until it is solved. The two state solution -

which Europe has long supported- is now widely accepted.  Implementing it will require a united 

and cooperative effort by the European Union, the United States, the United Nations and Russia, 

and the countries of the region, but above all by the Israelis and the Palestinians themselves. 

 

The Mediterranean area generally continues to undergo serious problems of economic stagnation, 

social unrest and unresolved conflicts.   The European Union's interests require a continued 

engagement with Mediterranean partners, through more effective economic, security and cultural 

cooperation in the framework of the Barcelona Process.  A broader engagement with the Arab 

World should also be considered. 
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Our security and prosperity 
increasingly depend on an 

effective multilateral system. 
We are committed to upholding 
and developing International 

Law. 
The fundamental framework 
for international relations is 
the United Nations Charter. 

AN INTERNATIONAL ORDER BASED ON EFFECTIVE MULTILATERALISM 

 

In a world of global threats, global markets and global media, our security and prosperity 

increasingly depend on an effective multilateral system. The development of a stronger 

international society, well functioning international institutions and a rule-based international order 

is our objective. 

 

We are committed to upholding and developing International Law.  The fundamental framework for 

international relations is the United Nations 

Charter. The United Nations Security Council 

has the primary responsibility for the 

maintenance of international peace and security.  

Strengthening the United Nations, equipping it 

to fulfil its responsibilities and to act effectively,  

is a European priority. 

 

We want international organisations, regimes  

and treaties to be effective in confronting threats to international peace and security, and  must 

therefore be ready to act when their rules are broken. 

 

Key institutions in the international system,  such as the World Trade Organisation (WTO) and the 

International Financial Institutions, have extended their membership.  China has joined the WTO 

and Russia is negotiating its entry.  It should be an objective for us to widen the membership of 

such bodies while maintaining their high standards.  

 

One of the core elements of the international system is the transatlantic relationship.  This is not 

only in our bilateral interest but strengthens the international community as a whole.  NATO is an 

important expression of this relationship. 

 

Regional organisations also strengthen global governance.  For the European Union, the strength 

and effectiveness of the OSCE and the Council of Europe has a particular significance.  Other 

regional organisations such as ASEAN, MERCOSUR and the African Union make an important 

contribution to a more orderly world.  
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It is a condition of a rule-based international order that law evolves in response to developments 

such as proliferation, terrorism and global warming. We have an interest in further developing 

existing institutions such as the World Trade Organisation and in supporting new ones such as the 

International Criminal Court.  Our own experience in Europe demonstrates that security can be 

increased through confidence building and arms control regimes.  Such instruments can also make 

an important contribution to security and stability in our neighbourhood and beyond. 

 

The quality of international society depends on the quality of the governments that are its 

foundation.  The best protection for our security is a world of well-governed democratic states.  

Spreading good governance, supporting social and political reform, dealing with corruption and 

abuse of power, establishing the rule of law and protecting human rights are the best means of 

strengthening the international order. 

 

Trade and development policies can be powerful tools for promoting reform. As the world’s largest 

provider of official assistance and its largest trading entity, the European Union and its Member 

States are well placed to pursue these goals. 

  

Contributing to better governance through assistance programmes, conditionality and targeted trade 

measures  remains an important  feature in our policy that we should further reinforce.  A world 

seen as offering justice and opportunity for everyone will be more secure for the European Union 

and its citizens.  

 

A number of countries have placed themselves outside the bounds of international society.  Some 

have sought isolation; others persistently violate international norms.  It is desirable that such 

countries should rejoin the international community, and the EU should be ready to provide 

assistance.  Those who are unwilling to do so should understand that there is a price to be paid, 

including in their relationship with the European Union. 
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We need to develop a 
strategic culture that 

fosters early, rapid and 
when necessary, robust 

intervention.  
 

III.   POLICY IMPLICATIONS FOR EUROPE 

 

The European Union has made progress towards a coherent foreign policy and effective crisis 

management.  We have instruments in place that can be used effectively, as we have demonstrated 

in the Balkans and beyond.  But if we are to make a contribution that matches our potential, we 

need to be more active, more coherent and more capable.  And we need to work with others. 

 

 

More active in pursuing our strategic objectives.  This 

applies to the full spectrum of instruments for crisis 

management and conflict prevention at our disposal, 

including political, diplomatic, military and civilian, trade 

and development activities.  Active policies are needed to 

counter the new dynamic threats. We need to develop a 

strategic culture that fosters early, rapid, and when 

necessary, robust intervention. 

 

As a Union of 25 members, spending more than 160 billion Euros on defence, we should be able to 

sustain several operations simultaneously.  We could add particular value by developing operations 

involving both military and civilian capabilities. 

 

The EU should support the United Nations as it responds to threats to international peace and 

security.  The EU is committed to reinforcing its cooperation with the UN to assist countries 

emerging from conflicts, and to enhancing its support for the UN in short-term crisis management 

situations. 

 

We need to be able to act before countries around us deteriorate, when signs of proliferation are 

detected, and before humanitarian emergencies arise.  Preventive engagement can avoid more 

serious problems in the future.  A European Union which takes greater responsibility and which is 

more active will be one which carries greater political weight. 
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More Capable.  A more capable Europe is within our grasp, though it will take time to realise our 

full potential.  Actions underway – notably the establishment of a defence agency – take us in the 

right direction.   

 

To transform our militaries into more flexible, mobile forces, and to enable them to address the new 

threats, more resources for defence and more effective use of resources are necessary. 

 

Systematic use of pooled and shared assets   would reduce duplications, overheads and, in the 

medium-term, increase capabilities. 

 

In almost every major intervention, military efficiency has been followed by civilian chaos.  We 

need greater capacity to bring all necessary civilian resources to bear in crisis and post crisis 

situations.  

 

Stronger diplomatic capability: we need a system that combines the resources of Member States 

with those of EU institutions. Dealing with problems that are more distant and more foreign 

requires better understanding and communication. 

 

Common threat assessments are the best basis for common actions. This requires improved sharing 

of intelligence among Member States and with partners. 

 

As we increase capabilities in the different areas, we should think in terms of a wider spectrum of 

missions.  This might include joint disarmament operations, support for third countries in 

combating terrorism and security sector reform. The last of these would be part of broader 

institution building. 

 

The EU-NATO permanent arrangements, in particular Berlin Plus, enhance the operational 

capability of the EU and provide the framework for the strategic partnership between the two 

organisations in crisis management. This reflects our common determination to tackle the 

challenges of the new century. 
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Acting together, the 

European Union 

and the United 

States can be a 

formidable force for 

good in the world. 

 

More Coherent. The point of the Common Foreign and Security Policy and European Security and 

Defence Policy is that we are stronger when we act together. Over recent years we have created a 

number of different instruments, each of which has its own structure and rationale. 

 

The challenge now is to bring together the different instruments and capabilities: European 

assistance programmes and the European Development Fund, military and civilian capabilities from 

Member States and other instruments.  All of these can have an impact on our security and on that 

of third countries. Security is the first condition for development. 

 

Diplomatic efforts, development, trade and environmental policies, should follow the same agenda. 

In a crisis there is no substitute for unity of command. 

 

Better co-ordination between external action and Justice and Home Affairs policies is crucial in the 

fight both against terrorism and organised crime. 

 

Greater coherence is needed not only among EU instruments but also embracing the external 

activities of the individual member states.  

 

Coherent policies are also needed regionally, especially in dealing with conflict.  Problems are 

rarely solved on a single country basis, or without regional support, as in different ways experience 

in both the Balkans and West Africa shows. 

 

Working with partners  There are few if any problems we can 

deal with on our own.  The threats described above are common 

threats, shared with all our closest partners. International 

cooperation is a necessity.  We need to pursue our objectives 

both through multilateral cooperation in international 

organisations and through partnerships with key actors. 

 

The transatlantic relationship is irreplaceable.  Acting together, 

the European Union and the United States can be a formidable force for good in the world.  Our aim 

should be an effective and balanced partnership with the USA.  This is an additional reason for the 

EU to build up further its capabilities and increase its coherence. 
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We should continue to work for closer relations with Russia, a major factor in our security and 

prosperity.  Respect for common values will reinforce progress towards a strategic partnership. 

 

Our history, geography and cultural ties give us links with every part of the world:  our neighbours 

in the Middle East, our partners in Africa, in Latin America, and  in  Asia.  These relationships are 

an important asset to build on.  In particular we should look to develop strategic partnerships, with 

Japan, China, Canada and India  as well as  with all those who share our goals and values, and are 

prepared to act in their support. 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

This is a world of new dangers but also of new opportunities. The European Union has the potential 

to make a major contribution, both in dealing with the threats and in helping realise the 

opportunities.  An active and capable European Union would make an impact on a global scale.  In 

doing so, it would contribute to an effective multilateral system leading to a fairer, safer and more 

united world. 
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A New Security Landscape:
the End of the Post-Cold War Era

Against a backdrop of fundamental shifts in the relationships between the United
States and its European and Asian allies, the terrorist attacks of September 2001
have forced a fundamental re-appraisal of global security issues. In this article,
Professor François Heisbourg, chairman of the council of the International
Institute of Strategic Studies in London, examines various facets of the current
global security situation, including increasing pressures and tensions in the Middle
East, the danger of a reversal of fortunes for non-proliferation initiatives, and
the rise of hyper-terrorism. He then examines the implications of these new security
challenges for individual nations—notably the blurring of the distinction between
internal and external security—and for existing international alliances, and
proceeds to discuss the way in which nations’ responses to these new realities
will shape international relations in the years to come.

The security landscape faced by the United States and its European and Asian
allies is undergoing basic change which is bringing to a close both the legacy

of the Cold War and the transition period of the 1990s. The scope and the depth of
this transformation are due to the fact that basic elements of this landscape are
shifting simultaneously:

• The threat situation is characterized inter alia by the ability of non-state actors
to wreak mass destruction. What was a risk prior to 9/11 is now a clear and
present danger which challenges the traditional categories of internal security
and military defense;

• The nature and contents of the relationships between the United States and its
European and Asian allies are undergoing a deep revision, which puts into
question both the transatlantic institutions and the political and strategic rationale
which has underpinned them for more than sixty years;

These categories of change naturally interact with each other, and are also heavily
influenced by other factors, both external (for example, Russia, China, and the
Middle East) and internal (for example, demographics, most notably in the form of
ageing populations).

Asia-Pacific Review, Vol. 10, No. 1, 2003
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Continuities and changes in inter-state security risks

If one confines oneself to conflict between states, three major sources of insecurity
represent ever clearer and more present dangers:

• The exacerbation of contradictions in the traditional Maghreb-to-Pakistan “arc
of crisis”;

• The spread of nuclear weapons and the attendant risk of a breakdown of the
existing non-proliferation regime, together with a similar evolution in the
biological arena;

• The possible use of nuclear weapons in Asia, and its consequences for Europe.

The “arc of crisis” under strain
In the late 1970s, the expression “arc of crisis” was coined by Zbigniew Brzezinski
(among others) to characterize the combination of political Islam (such as the Iranian
revolution of 1979), poor (sometimes atrocious) governance, the Israeli-Arab
confrontation, and the control of much of the world’s oil.

Moreover, the level of crisis in the region is set to rise with the increase in
social, economic, political, and military tensions and contradictions. The associated
risks call for greater European and Asian involvement. These risks include:

• The runaway demography of the “états-rentiers” of the Persian Gulf, and
notably of Saudi Arabia, means that “performance legitimacy” has decreased
sharply, while democratic legitimacy is non-existent in many states. Although
countries such as Tunisia, Algeria, and Iran are now entering into demographic
transition, with rapidly falling birth rates, such is not the case in the Gulf states,
where most of the oil lies. Internal stability can only suffer as a result,
particularly when the economies of the region appear to be, with few exceptions
(most prominently Dubai and Qatar), incapable of benefiting from the forces
of globalization.

• The weakening of broad-based political Islam1 and the rise of more narrowly
based but ultra-violent—even apocalyptic—radical minorities such as the GIA
and the Salafists in Algeria, and al-Qaeda and its affiliates in Saudi Arabia.

• The incentive of relatively poorer countries to go directly to the “bottom line”
in terms of military power: for a country like Iran, the acquisition of ballistic
missiles and nuclear weapons may be a cheaper alternative to a replication of
the Shah’s policy of acquiring enormously expensive arrays of conventional
combat aircraft, helicopters, and armored vehicles. Proliferation is an equalizer
of power.
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All these trends are unfolding against the backdrop of a region in which many
states do not appear to have struck deep roots in terms of national identity: ideocratic
dictatorships such as Syria, Iraq, Libya, and Saudi Arabia have been in existence
for a shorter time-span than the total lifetime of the USSR. This post-Ottoman
order is inherently fragile. Naturally, outside action—such as a US military invasion
of Iraq—could precipitate the violent collapse of these legacy states whose only
success has been in the ruthless suppression of civil society. In the absence of the
sort of democratic or liberal forces which existed in the European satellite states of
the USSR (and even to some extent within the USSR itself), change in the greater
Middle East will on average be considerably more violent and war-generating than
was the case with the collapse of the former Soviet empire.

In this context, it is worth recalling that the world’s dependence on Middle
Eastern oil is not going to diminish in the near future. Today, as in the previous
quarter of a century, more than half of the world’s oil exports come from the Gulf
states. Furthermore, there is approximate parity in the levels of American, European,
and East Asian dependency in terms of oil imports, with each of the three regions
importing approximately nine million barrels a day (Mbd). China’s and India’s
rising oil imports will increase the role of the Middle East as the world’s petrol
station.

Proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD):
from comparative success to prospective breakdown
If one compares the situation surrounding the proliferation of weapons of mass
destruction today with that which prevailed a quarter of a century ago, one is struck
by the relatively high degree of success achieved through non-proliferation efforts,
particularly when contrasted with previously prevailing forecasts.2

In 2002 the list of states possessing (or close to possessing) nuclear weapons
was shorter than it was in 1975. India, Pakistan, and Israel were already on the list.
Brazil, Argentina, South Africa (which produced six Hiroshima-type bombs during
the 1980s), Taiwan and South Korea have dropped off the list, while North Korea,
Iraq, and possibly Iran have been added to it, at least for the time being. Furthermore,
the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) has become a quasi-universal norm,
with only four non-signatory states (India, Israel, Pakistan, and Cuba) out of 191.
This is in marked contrast to the situation that existed a quarter of a century ago.3 In
the field of chemical weapons (CW), the 1995 treaty banning CW has laid the
ground for the chemical disarmament of existing stockpiles (notably in Russia, the
US, India, and South Korea). Ballistic missile proliferation is occurring in the three
de facto nuclear states (Israel, India, and Pakistan) as well as in Iran and North
Korea. However, during the 1970s and the 1980s, Scud, Frog, and SS-21 missiles
were exported by the USSR to over 20 countries (ranging from Algeria to Vietnam),
while China exported 2500 km-range CSS-2s to Saudi Arabia. Missile proliferation
on this scale is no longer occurring.
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However, this comparison does not provide a good indication of what is in
store in the future. First, and most importantly, in Asia nuclear proliferation is on
the brink of becoming the norm rather than the exception. Alongside the traditional
Maghreb-to-Pakistan arc of crisis, there is an emerging nuclear arc of crisis extending
from Israel to Northeast Asia; two of the five official nuclear powers (Russia and
China), the three de facto nuclear powers (Israel, India, and Pakistan), the two
nuclear “wannabes” (Iraq and North Korea, who both violated the NPT in their
quest for nuclear power), and a suspected candidate for nuclear power (Iran) are all
located in Asia. Countries which have renounced the nuclear option, either willingly
(Japan) or under outside pressure (South Korea and Taiwan) could feel compelled
to revisit the issue. And if the international NPT regime breaks down in Asia, it will
break down elsewhere as well. This is one of the reasons why Iran—and therefore
Europe’s relationship with that country—has become pivotal. Up until now, the
non-proliferation regime has held (albeit just barely in Asia), with Iraq being
forcefully deprived of its nuclear program and with North Korea having been induced
to put its own ambitions on hold. The three de facto nuclear powers could be
considered to have not violated the norm, since they had never subscribed to it in
the first place. However, if Iran—a fully-fledged NPT member—goes nuclear
without having been convinced to do otherwise by effective international action,
then the whole NPT edifice is likely to come crashing down. The recent revelations
regarding North Korea’s gas centrifuge uranium enrichment program are particularly
disturbing in this context, all the more so since there is reason to believe that North
Korea and Pakistan have engaged in two-way technology transfers in both the nuclear
and missile arenas. The possession of nuclear weapons by all powers capable of
acquiring them would then become commonplace. This would have serious
consequences, not only for Asia but also for Europe, most of whose countries have
foregone the nuclear military option.4

In parallel, research and production of biological weapons (BW), although
renounced by 1445 members of the international community under the 1972
Biological Weapons Treaty, is unfettered by any verification regime. As is now
known, the treaty was massively and deliberately violated by the USSR from the
day it was signed.6 Iraq has also done so from the late 1980s onwards. It cannot be
assumed that certain other countries (as yet unrevealed) have been any more
respectful of the BW ban.

Naturally, the combination of enhanced WMD proliferation and the aggravation
of tensions in the greater Middle East represents a particular challenge to the
European nations. Their armed forces and defense strategies are not currently adapted
to such an evolution, with the limited exception of the deterrence capability provided
by the French and British nuclear forces.
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In the case of all these types of weaponry (nuclear weapons included),
proliferation carries with it an increased risk of their use. Doubtless there is some
reassurance to be drawn from the strength of the factors which explain why nuclear
weapons have not been used since 1945. However, the increase in the number of
nuclear actors increases the inherent generic risks of their use (whether accidental,
inadvertent, or deliberate) in geometrical progression; moreover, the specific danger
of the use of nuclear weapons is greater in certain circumstances than in others.
The India-Pakistan situation is in most ways (strategically, politically, and
technically)7 more conducive to the use of nuclear weapons than was the East-West
confrontation during the Cold War. The European and Asian allies all need to reflect
on the consequences that the breaking of the nuclear taboo would have on
international security, particularly in terms of their own strategic postures.

Hyper-terrorism: the acquisition of weapons
of mass destruction by non-state actors

A new level of threat by non-deterrable actors
The preceding security risks have been viewed entirely through the prism of
traditional state-to-state interactions. Since 11 September 2001, non-state actors
have demonstrated the will and the capability to wreak mass destruction (even
though the tools used to obliterate two skyscrapers containing in excess of 60,000
workspaces were purely conventional). No doubt the risk had already been present,
with operations such as the first al-Qaeda attack against the Twin Towers in 1993,
the attempt by Algerian terrorists to crash an Air France Airbus into the Eiffel
Tower in 1994, and the nerve gas attacks by the Aum Shinrikyo sect in Matsumoto
and Tokyo in the mid-1990s. However, the threat became real with the 9/11 attacks,
followed by the separate anthrax attacks a few weeks later (which were apparently
intended to disrupt rather than destroy).

Naturally, this form of empowerment of non-state actors does not exist on a
purely stand-alone basis: it interacts with the strategies of state actors, from the
Taliban of Afghanistan to the adversaries in the India-Pakistan confrontation—
analysis of which can no longer be carried out purely in terms of state-to-state
relations, but must now also integrate the strategy of al-Qaeda and its regional
affiliates.

However, the hyper-terrorist threat is highly specific in terms of its consequences
for security policy.
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Non-state actors attempting to wage mass destruction terrorism, such as Aum
in Japan or al-Qaeda and its affiliates, cannot be countered using the same set of
policies as those which apply to antagonists controlling a state, along with its territory
and population. Thus, the following policy tools are essentially inoperative:

• Deterrence, through the possible use of weapons of mass destruction. Nuclear
deterrence is irrelevant against groups whose operating bases are often in the
heart of the targeted country;

• Containment of the threat by the deployment of military forces, as in Central
Europe during the Cold War;

• Diplomatic and strategic balancing of the threat by a third power.

In the absence of such options, the tools available to policymakers are essentially
the following:

• Detection of potential and actual perpetration, through accurate and relevant
intelligence and analysis;

• Prevention, including upstream action (addressing so-called root causes by
economic, political, and ideological means);

• Pre-emption, entailing operations (by police or military forces) against a group
(and those who aid and abet it) while it is still preparing for action;

• Interception and repression of the perpetrators before or after their “hit”;

• Damage limitation, through timely and effective “hardening” of the terrorists’
objective;

• Damage confinement and “consequence management” (to use an American
expression) after a terrorist attack, through identification of the nature of the
attack and the efficient conduct of rescue operations.

This set of approaches lies in stark contrast with those—both military and political—
which animate relations between potentially antagonistic states.

Dealing with these topics will require significant departures from existing
defense policies and strategic cultures in all of the industrialized countries.
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Internal security and external security:
from discontinuity to convergence
One of the consequences which flow from the emergence of the threat of destruction
by non-state actors, is the transformation of the “traditional” (or more accurately
the “Westphalian”) divide between the external and internal dimensions of state
security. In practice, as well as in the popular perception, the discontinuity between
these two realms is no longer tenable, since the non-state antagonist works from
within the targeted society while also operating across borders. This new paradigm
carries with it three basic and closely related international implications:

• Although the tools of military force projection will continue to be materially
distinct from those of internal police action, the basic facets of counter-terrorism
(prevention, pre-emption, repression, and damage limitation) will have to be
considered in an integrated manner. Furthermore, domestic security and external
defense machinery will have to be tightly coordinated, since counter-terrorism
involves a broad array of fields (such as the economic, financial, diplomatic,
political, judicial, police, intelligence, and defense fields) which often cut across
the external/internal divide. In the French case, this is beginning to happen
with the establishment, at the Presidential level, of a “Conseil de Sécurité
Intérieure” alongside the “Conseil de Défense”;

• Cross-border terrorism can only be met through cross-border counteraction;

• Cross-border non-state violence cannot be effectively countered without the
cooperation of other cross-border non-state actors, such as the banking
community and the transportation industry.

Taken together, these factors imply a transformation of pre-9/11 approaches to
security and defense.

Alliances and partnerships

The US and its allies: mission-driven
coalitions versus permanent alliances
Along with the threat situation, the nature and content of strategic partnerships
between the US and its European and Asian allies are also undergoing transformation.

In the aftermath of 9/11, US policy was officially encapsulated by Donald
Rumsfeld’s and Paul Wolfowitz’s stark formula “It’s the mission that makes the
coalition.” Although unobjectionable given the requirements of the time (war had
to be waged swiftly and decisively with the means immediately at hand against the
Taliban and the al-Qaeda bases in Afghanistan), this was a basic departure from
pre-9/11 rhetoric. The Bush administration’s propensity for avoiding legally binding
foreign commitments had not hitherto openly extended to US military alliances.
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In other words, there is a trend away from old-style alliances functioning as
automatic defense pacts and war-machines: this evolution is particularly clear in
the case of NATO, but also applies to East Asia.

This trend does not necessarily entail strategic decoupling between North
America and its Asian and European allies. There are, however, two ways in which
strategic solidarity could be undermined: one way would be the deliberate disregard
of the basic interests of one’s partners (for example, heedless protectionism versus
free trade, or the systematic undermining of all rule-based attempts at regulating
the international system); the other (more prosaic) way would be the display of a
lack of interest in using the machinery which allows the forces of the allied countries
to work together when the need arises.

The limits of power: prevention and pre-emption
In his State of the Union speech of 29 January 2002, President Bush outlined a new
US strategy of prevention8 for coping with the threat of mass destruction from
terrorist groups and states supporting them. This major turning point drew little
public attention at the time, given the brouhaha provoked by the “axis of evil”
formula. However, the fundamental nature of the shift became more apparent with
the prominence and detailed treatment given to pre-emption and prevention in
President Bush’s speech at the West Point Military Academy on 1 June 2002.9 This
raises several connected (but analytically distinct) questions, the answers to which
each have potentially major consequences for the US-European relationship:

• Can self-defense, in the sense of Article 51 of the UN Charter,10 be legitimately
extended to first-strike policies? And, as a companion question, will the answer
be the same if the strike is effected against a non-state actor rather than against
a state?11

• Independently of international jurisprudence, is there any strategically viable
alternative to prevention and pre-emption when facing non-state actors who
cannot, by definition, be deterred, and who, if unchecked, could inflict an
unacceptably high degree of damage on society (through the use of nuclear or
biological weapons, for example)? If (and one is tempted to write “Since”
instead of “If”) the answer to this second question is: “No, there is no acceptable
alternative.”, what will be the effect of that answer on the previous question
concerning Article 51? Even though pre-existing Article 51 jurisprudence does
not cover actions such as Israel’s preventive strike against the Osirak nuclear
reactor in 1981,12 given the emergence of non-state threats of mass destruction,
it is possible that a new jurisprudence could be generated, if need be, via
discussion in the UN Security Council.
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• What kind of action does prevention cover? If pre-emption (striking the
adversary before the adversary strikes) is clearly of a forceful nature (entailing
military or police action, prevention can cover a much broader range of largely
non-forceful actions. In this regard, not only will the European nations
emphasize non-military prevention, through economic and political means,
they will also be extraordinarily reticent towards forceful action which might
use prevention as a pretext rather than as a demonstrable necessity against a
clear and present danger;

• What would the primary geographical points of application of a pre-emptive
strategy be? Along with Iraq, the tentative answers provided by the State of the
Union speech are “North Korea and Iran.” This approach drew vigorous
negative reaction from European and Asian officials. However, such
condemnations do not in themselves constitute an alternative strategy for dealing
with the post-9/11 threat of non-state actors.

After 9/11, just as before, the evolution of China is America’s most important long-
term strategic concern. Although 9/11 has downgraded this concern in the public
eye and has displaced the administration’s day-to-day attention, the “China question”
remains. Indeed, in some ways it has been exacerbated by the consequences of the
fight against al-Qaeda: not only is the US now militarily present in Central Asia,
but in addition it has tightened its overall relationship with Russia, while also flexing
its diplomatic muscles in South Asia. This is another way of saying that US relations
with its European and Japanese partners will be largely shaped by the manner in
which America’s allies act (or do not act) in a manner congruent with Washington’s
China policy.

Although China holds the key, Russia (by virtue of its location, size, population,
energy resources, and nuclear status) is also an essential player—much more so
than one might conclude from Russia’s weak economic state.

Its unresolved territorial dispute with Japan notwithstanding, Russia no longer
constitutes an adversary for the US and the Europeans. In terms of its conventional
military means it is incapable of presenting a challenge. (Even a middle-sized state
such as Poland is arguably more than capable of facing a hypothetical conventional
Russian threat.) Furthermore, under President Putin’s stewardship, Russia has clearly
decided to avoid even the slightest hint of hostility, for instance in response to the
enlargement of NATO to the Baltic states, or to the fate of the Anti-Ballistic Missile
(ABM) Treaty. Even if Putin’s “modernization first” policy were to be discarded in
favor of an anti-western stance in geostrategic13 or military terms, it can be assumed
that Russia’s GDP base would not allow it to reconstitute conventional forces of
any significant power within ten years of any decision to do so. The nuclear
dimension, however, represents a serious problem, less because of Russia’s nuclear
strength (which can readily be met by Western nuclear deterrence) than because of
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Russia’s weakness. Indeed, given the basic interests of the EU and Japan, they
should be investing at a level comparable with the United States in programs to
reduce the risk of criminal or inadvertent dissemination of Russian nuclear, chemical,
and biological weapons, material, and know-how. The US spends approximately
$5.8 billion in the former Soviet Union within the framework of the Cooperative
Threat Reduction program. Comparable spending by EU states and Japan represents
less than 10 percent of the US figure—hence the G8 proposal for a so-called
“10+10+10 program” ($10 billion from the US plus $10 billion from the other G7
partners spent over a 10-year period). This was underscored at the G7/G8 Summit
in Canada in June 2002.

Irrespective of whether Russia moves closer to NATO, the industrialized world
will face the indirect security consequences of Russia’s positioning as a Eurasian
power. These principally involve energy policy (and its Middle Eastern
ramifications) and relations with China.

Russian prime minister Mikhail Kasyanov has suggested14 that, over time, his
country could become an alternative energy source which might alleviate the West’s
dependence on Saudi Arabia. Given that Russia’s oil production has decreased by
more than 25 percent since its Soviet-era peak in 1986 (7.06 Mbd in 2001 compared
to 9.32 Mbd in 1991), this remains a highly theoretical objective. In 2001, oil exports
from the former Soviet Union (75 percent of which come from Russia) stood at 4.7
Mbd—only 60 percent of the level of Saudi Arabia’s oil exports; more significantly,
however, Russia’s proven oil reserves represent less than 5 percent of the world’s
total, compared to Saudi Arabia’s 25 percent share.15

The fact remains that, given the prospect of heightened instability in the Middle
East, the EU and Japan would be well advised to focus political, legal and financial
efforts on oil prospecting and the acquisition of investment rights in Russia, as well
as on more traditional imports of Russian gas.

The Chinese dimension of the West’s relationship with Russia is political and
strategic in nature. Although for the moment this involves the US rather than
America’s allies (with the Western force presence in Central Asia seen by China as
a US-led challenge), America’s allies will have to pay close attention to the spin-
off effects of US policies towards Russia. During the 1990s, notably under Prime
Minister Primakov, the fashion in Moscow was to “threaten” the West with a
countervailing strategic partnership between Russia and China (to which was added,
with some audacity, India, which has excellent relations with Russia, but not with
China). This would have been an unpleasant prospect, had it corresponded to a
serious reality: as things were, there was no such axis in practice, although substantial
transfers of Russian technology and arms to China were not helpful from the
standpoint of US interests. This multipolar Russian balancing act is no longer
invoked. Indeed, the risk could now run in the opposite direction, with an evolution
whereby Russia might attempt to instrumentalize its European and Japanese
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neighbours as partners to counter the economical and demographic challenges posed
in the Russian Far East by an emergent China. This is a prospect, not a reality.
However, the allied European and Asian countries will want to think through this
dimension of their relations with Russia, given what it might entail for their
relationship with China.

From this overview of the new security landscape, several general implications
can be drawn.

1 The intensity of risks and threats has risen substantially, necessitating new
organizational and budgetary initiatives within each of the European and Asian
allies.

2 Current security challenges erode the traditional Westphalian distinction
between the external and internal aspects of security and defense policy. This
must in turn lead to a much higher degree of institutional and organizational
congruence between domestic and external security and defense policy.

3 Military alliances are not configured to cope with these challenges; indeed,
the United States is not relying on NATO to do so in Europe. However, military
alliances should continue to play an important role as a provider of inter-
operability between US forces and those of their European and Asian partners.

4 The US military effort will continue to focus heavily on the greater Asian
region, in view of US energy interests in the Middle East and Central Asia,
nuclear instability in South Asia, and US economic and strategic interests in
the Asia-Pacific area.
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Stratégique in Paris. In the past he has served as first secretary at the French Permanent
Mission to the UN and as international security advisor to the French minister of
defense. He is also a founder member of the French-German Commission on Security
and Defence.

This article is an adaptation of a lecture delivered by Professor Heisbourg in Tokyo in
October 2002 under the auspices of the Institute for International Policy Studies.

1 For more on this subject, see Gilles Kepel, Jihad: The Trail of Political Islam (Harvard
University Press, 2003).

2 Typical of these was the statement by President John F. Kennedy in 1963 that 15-to-20
nations could acquire nuclear weapons within a decade.

3 In 1977 fifty-two UN member states were not parties to the NPT.

4 The nuclear option was most seriously considered by Sweden (which had the full
nuclear military fuel cycle in place by the end of the 1960s), and to a lesser extent by
Switzerland (in the mid-1950s) and West Germany (in 1957-58, in cooperation with
France and Italy).

5 Notable exceptions are Egypt, Israel, Kazakhstan, Sudan, and Syria.

6 See Ken Alibek [Alibekov] with Stephen Handelman, Biohazard (New York, 1998).

7 For more on this subject, see V.R. Raghavan, “Limited War and Nuclear Escalation in
South Asia,” The New Proliferation Review Vol. 8, No. 3 (Fall-Winter 2001), Monterrey
Institute of International Studies.

8 “We must prevent the terrorists and the regimes who seek chemical, biological or
nuclear weapons from threatening the United States and the world.”

9 In the West Point speech, President Bush did not name Iraq, Iran, or North Korea, nor
did he mention the “axis of evil.”

10 Article 51 recognizes “the inherent right of individual or collective self-defense if an
armed attack occurs against a member of the UN.”

11 Article 51 does not raise the issue of the state or non-state nature of an armed attack.
However, Resolution 1368 of the Security Council (12 September 2001) applied Article
51 to the (non-state) attacks against the Twin Towers and the Pentagon.

12 Israel invoked Article 51 at the time, but was condemned by the UN Security Council,
including the US.

13 Such as an attempted rapprochement with China.

14 Speech at the World Economic Forum, New York, 2 February 2002.

15 Source for all energy figures: BP 2002 Statistical Review.
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1 Introduction 

 

The debate about the meaning and significance of security for the constitution of political 

communities currently occupies a central place in critical security studies.1 Focusing upon the 

link between security and the political, a range of theoretical and empirical studies has 

convincingly argued that security constitutes the political.2 Departing with a nominalist view that 

names refer to objects, these studies have shown that naming is not just an act of providing a 

label to a pre-existing object but the discursive formation of that object itself.3 Indeed, by now 

there seems to be a broad agreement in security studies that self-identity, to a degree, is 

constituted through the externalisation of the other as a threat. However, a performative act of 

naming can take many different forms, and it is not completely clear from these studies what 

distinguishes ‘security’ from other types of performative power.  

In an attempt to excavate the logic(s) of security that are currently at work in world politics, 

this paper claims that the Copenhagen school, which has done systematic research into the logic 

of security, can add to our understanding of how ‘security’ performs its constitutive function. 

While the Copenhagen school has contributed little to the relationship between security and the 

political, this paper argues that it is possible to read the Copenhagen school in the light of Carl 

Schmitt’s rendering of the political as the exceptional decision that brings the friend/enemy 

distinction into existence.4 Although it is true that security can operate in this manner, this paper 

claims that the Schmittian logic does not exhaust all possible forms that the performative act of 

security can attain in contemporary world politics. More specifically, this paper argues that the 

Copenhagen school logic of security, which is based upon Schmitt’s exceptional decisionism can 

be theoretically complemented with the more routine-like logic of risk management. To illustrate 

the importance of the logic of risk management for current world politics empirically, this paper 

will briefly analyse the 2002 National Security Strategy of the United States in relation to the war 

on terrorism. It is argued that the security practices deployed in this war are informed, to a 

considerable degree, around the logic of risk management. By way of conclusion, this study will 

                                                 
1  For an overview, see Krause and Williams (1996; 1997). See also Hansen (1997) and Smith (2000). 
2  See among others Dillon (1996), Walker (1997), Campbell (1998), Weldes et al. (1999) and Huysmans 

(forthcoming). 
3  For a good discussion of the ‘radical contingency of naming’, that is, the performative power of discursive 

articulations, see for example Žižek (1989: 89-129) and Bourdieu (1991).  
4  See also Huysmans (1998a) and Williams (2003). 
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end with a few normative considerations concerning the logic of risk management, arguing that 

practices structured around this logic can operate in ways that are undesirable for, or even in 

direct opposition to, the democratic ideals of liberty and equality. 

 

 

2 The Exceptional Logic of Security: The Copenhagen School and the Political 

 

Spurred by socio-political events such as the fall of the Berlin Wall, the demise of the Soviet 

Union and the rise of ethnic and intrastate conflicts, a debate emerged within security studies as 

to whether the neorealist conceptualisation of security was sufficiently broad to cover the wide 

range of threats to and human survival. On the one hand, the field was challenged by those who 

argued to include, besides military threats, a wide variety of other dangers to human well-being 

on the security agenda. On the other hand, neorealists were challenged by those who argued in 

favour of human security. In their view, the privilege given to the state was inadequate to address 

problems of human security who would need consideration on the level of the individual, sub-

state groups or on the level of humanity as a whole. While the ‘early’ Copenhagen school has 

contributed to this debate (Wæver et al., 1993), their ‘later’ writings demonstrate an increased 

dissatisfaction with the terms of the wide versus narrow debate (see Wæver, 1995; Buzan et al., 

1998). For the later Copenhagen school, the attitude of both neorealists and wideners towards 

security is troublesome because both take the security environment as pre-given and 

predetermined. Arguing that both camps treat threats and their referent objects as ‘brute facts’ 

that can be known outside the social context in which they emerge, proposes instead to study the 

processes through which specific issues become illocutionary constructed as security issues:  

 

‘Security’ is thus a self-referential practice, because it is in this practice that the issue becomes 
a security issue – not necessarily because a real existential threat exists but because the issue is 
presented as such a threat…The process of security is what in language theory is called a 
speech act. It is not interesting as a sign referring to something more real; it is the utterance 
itself that is the act. By saying the words, something is done (like betting, giving a promise, 
naming a ship) (Buzan et al., 1998: 24, 26). 

 

What counts as a security issue depends upon how social actors frame the issue: “In this 

approach, the meaning of a concept lies in its usage and is not something we can define 

analytically or philosophically according to what would be ‘best’” (Buzan et al., 1998: 24).5

                                                 
5  See also Wæver (1999). 

 2



Obviously, not all speech acts share the grammar of securitising acts. According to the 

Copenhagen school, the rhetorical structure of a securitising act needs to contain three necessary 

building blocks: (a) existential threats to the survival of some kind of referent object that (b) 

require exceptional measures to protect the threatened referent object, which (c) justify and 

legitimise the breaking free of normal democratic procedures. Thus, through a securitising act an 

actor tries to elevate an issue from the realm of low politics (bounded by democratic rules and 

decision-making procedures) to the realm of high politics (characterised by urgency, priority and 

a matter of life and death) (see Buzan et al., 1998: 21-26).  

It is important to note that securitisation is not a subjective process at the level of individual 

conscience (in the head of the securitiser, so to speak). To the contrary, the Copenhagen school 

considers the construction of a security problem as a social or inter-subjective phenomenon. 

Apart from the fact that a securitising act needs to combine the three building blocks in its 

grammar, the chance for a securitising act to succeed also depends upon the fact whether or not 

the targeted audience accepts the securitising act: “A successful speech act is a combination of 

language and society, of both intrinsic features of speech and the group that authorizes and 

recognizes that speech” (Buzan et al., 1998: 32).6 Ergo, much depends upon the social position 

and authority of the securitising actor. For example, while no single authority has a monopoly on 

securitisation, it seems that in general security experts (military, police, secret service) and 

political actors such as government leaders are in a better position to convince an audience of the 

need for security than other actors. Nevertheless, while a speech act can be socially conditioned 

by the position of the speaker and so on, Wæver argues explicitly that a speech act is 

indeterminate and radically open: “A speech act is interesting exactly because it holds the 

insurrecting potential to break the ordinary, to establish meaning that is not already in the 

context” (Wæver, 2000: 286, fn7). 

When viewed as a radical open act rather than a socially prefigured action, securitisation 

theory bears a remarkable similarity to Carl Schmitt’s rendering of the political as the exceptional 

decision that constitutes the border between friend and enemy (see Huysmans, 1998a; Williams, 

2003).7 In a Schmittian framework, then, the essence of the political consists of the constitutive 

                                                 
6  Knudsen’s (2001) critique that the Copenhagen school reduces security studies to the study of subjective 

images of security thus misreads the securitisation theory of the Copenhagen school. See also Buzan (1998: 

33) and Wæver (2000: 252-3). 
7  Please note that the presence of an intellectual relationship does not imply that the Copenhagen school 

shares the normative agenda of Carl Schmitt (who was an explicit supporter of the Nazi regime). To the 

contrary, whereas Schmitt would view securitisation as the authentic moment of political life, the 

Copenhagen school views it as something to be avoided, opting instead for desecuritisation. 
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decision to decide on the enemy: “Every religious, moral, economic, ethical, or other antithesis 

transforms into a political one if it is sufficiently strong to group human beings effectively 

according to friend and enemy” (Schmitt, 1996: 37). Although Schmitt does not deny that 

groups can compete with each other in economic, legal, aesthetic and moral terms, he claims that 

the political opposition between friend and enemy constitutes the most extreme of dichotomies: 

“The political is the most intense and extreme antagonism, and every concrete antagonism 

becomes that much more political the closer it approaches the most extreme point, that of the 

friend-enemy grouping” (Schmitt, 1996: 29). As such, for Schmitt the concept of the political 

occupies a similar place as the concept of security occupies for the Copenhagen school: “Just as 

for Schmitt it is the particularly intense relationship to an issue, rather than its intrinsic nature, 

that determines whether it is ‘political’, for the Copenhagen School it is precisely this process 

(and indeterminacy) that defines the process of ‘securitization’” (Williams, 2003: 516). 

Beside the element of existential threat or the enemy, the two other building blocks of a 

securitising act – exceptional measures and breaking free of normal procedures – can also be 

linked to Schmitt’s rendering of the political. This is why, it is necessary to consider the link 

between the friend/enemy grouping and the concept of sovereignty in Schmitt’s theoretical 

framework. In his definition of sovereignty Carl Schmitt reverses the traditional Weberian 

definition of sovereignty as the legitimate power to rule. For Schmitt sovereignty does not exist as 

the juridically sanctioned power to rule, but as the capacity to call such an order into being: 

“Order must be established for juridical order to make sense. A regular situation must be created, 

and sovereign is he who definitely decides if this situation is actually effective”(Schmitt, 1985: 

19). The establishment of order, according to Schmitt, is secured through an exceptional act that 

cannot be founded on legal principles. In Schmitt’s famous and oft-quoted words: “Sovereign is 

he who decides on the state of exception” (Schmitt, 1985: 1).8 The definition of the sovereign as 

the one who can declare a state of exception consists thus of two components. On the one hand, 

it refers to the ability of the sovereign to put him or herself above the law by breaking free of 

normal procedures. On the other hand, sovereignty also exists in the capacity to create a new 

legal system out of the nothingness or radical openness that characterises the state of exception. 

To quote Huysmans at some length: 

 

“[T]he political significance of war does not reside in its actualisation but in its radicalisation 
of the exception into a real limit…War pushes the significance of the enemy to its most 
extreme realisation and it is here at this ‘passage to the limit’ that the political is grounded. It 

                                                 
8  At page 22, Schmitt argues in similar terms that “[t]he exception does not only confirm the rule; the rule as 

such lives off the exception alone.” 

 4



is at the limit articulated by ‘war’ that everyday political routine collapses, that the normal 
rules do not tell us how to go on. It is at the limit that one finds the radical open condition 
which allows for calling into being new rules, a new community” (Huysmans, 1998a: 581). 

 

Thus while war need not be actually present between friends and enemies, Schmitt nevertheless 

maintains that “the ever present possibility of combat” grounds the domain of the political and 

that a ‘passage to the limit’ is the authentic self-delineation of a political community (Schmitt, 

1996: 32).  

In their exploration of security, the Copenhagen school comes to similar conclusions. For 

them, too, the exceptional logic of securitisation is captured most adequately by the logic of war: 

“[I]n the extreme case – war – we do not have to discuss with the other party; we try to eliminate 

them. This self-based violation of rules is the security act, and the fear that the other party will 

not let us survive as a subject is the foundational motivation for that act” (Buzan et al., 1998: 26, 

emphasis added).9 Or as the former American Secretary of State J.F. Dulles put it: “The ability to 

get to the verge without getting into war is the necessary art. If you cannot master it…if you are 

scared to go the brink, you are lost” (quoted in Wight, 1991: 194).  

There is, then, a close interplay between security on the one hand and the identity of a 

political community on the other in the sense that, viewed in light of Schmitt’s rendering of the 

political, the management of a security situation becomes a founding practice for the community 

(cf. Huysmans, 1998a: 579). The field of security does thus not – as is generally assumed in 

International Relations theory – exist alongside other functional realms such as the economy; 

rather, a security act establishes the community through the identification of an enemy. This 

leads to the paradoxical situation that the construction of a community ultimately depends on 

the existence and suppression of that what is said to threaten it. The other, which poses an 

existential threat to the self, thus also functions as the constitutive outside that brings the self into 

being, being both its condition of possibility as well as its condition of impossibility: “Ironically, 

then, the inability of the state project of security to succeed is the guarantor of the state’s 

continued success as an impelling identity. The constant articulation of danger through foreign 

policy is thus not a threat to a state’s identity or existence: it is its condition of possibility” 

(Campbell, 1998: 12-3).10

Hence security can be considered as a signifier that calls the friend and enemy into being: the 

categories of friend and enemy do not exist prior to the securitising act that performatively 

constitutes them. As Bourdieu puts it: “[T]he signifier is identified with the things signified 

                                                 
9  See also Wæver (1995: 53-54). 
10  For a more elaborate discussion of this logic, see Laclau and Mouffe (1990). 
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which would not exist without it, and which can be reduced to it. The signifier is not only that 

which expresses and represents the signified group: it is that which signifies to it that it exists, that 

which has the power to call into visible existence, by mobilizing it, the group that it signifies” 

(Bourdieu, 1991: 207). 

Ergo, the point of departure for securitisation theory is that order is created through an 

exceptional decision that constitutes the border between friend and enemy. However, Bigo has 

rightly observed that such a conception of securitisation ignores the more every-day forms of 

securitisation (Bigo, 2001, 2002). Thus, as Williams claims, “to focus too narrowly on the search 

for singular and distinct acts of securitization might well lead one to misperceive processes through 

which a situation is gradually being intensified, and thus rendered susceptible to securitization, 

while remaining short of the actual securitizing decision” (Williams, 2003: 521). While everyday, 

routine-like processes of securitisation may indeed lack the intensity of an exceptional decision, it 

would be wrong to assume that these therefore are without any real significance for an 

understanding of security in the current world order. To the contrary, the current war against 

terrorism shows that the central focus of security is no longer focused on existential threats alone, 

but also on potential threats or risks. Before discussing this in more detail, it is first necessary to 

point out that the shift from existential threats to potential threats is by no means absolute. The 

exceptional logic of a Schmittian securitisation, and the more routine logic of a securitisation in 

terms of risk, do not mutually exclude each other. Nevertheless, it is useful, for analytical 

purposes, to distinguish between both logics as it may provide a better insight into the different 

dynamics that can inform the practices of security within the international system. 

 

3 The Routine Logic of Security: The Constitutive Significance of Risk Management 

 

Risk management differs significantly from exceptional logic of security that was put forward in 

the previous section.11 Risk management, first of all, is not a decision that calls the binary 

opposition between friend and enemy into existence; rather, risk management should be 

considered as a regulating form of security that permanently identifies, classifies and constitutes 

groups/populations on the basis of the risk that is ascribed to these groups. Concomitantly, risk 

management does not consider friend and enemy as two, mutually exclusive, binary groupings, 

                                                 
11  For a few notable exceptions to the opposite see Huysmans, 1998b: 501; Bigo, 2002. The security logic of 

risk management has so far been noticed mainly outside the direct context of international relations. See for 

instance Castel (1991), Ericson and Haggerty (1997), Lupton (1999), Hope and Sparks (2000) and Garland 

(2001). 
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but as end points on a continuum of threats that are more or less likely to concretise in the 

foreseeable future. Contrary to existential threats, risks only exist as potentialities, which entails 

that risk management is mainly concerned with making sure that risks are prevented from 

developing into concrete, acute threats to the survival of a community. Thus, rather than 

excluding an existential threat risk by staging it as the enemy that threatens survival, risk 

management seeks to measure, evaluate and reduce the dangerousness of so-called risky 

populations. To quote Castel at some length: 

 

“[A] shift becomes possible as soon as the notion of risk is made autonomous from that of danger. 
A risk does not arise from the presence of a particular precise danger embodied in a concrete 
individual or group…There is, in fact, no longer a relation of immediacy with a subject 
because there is no longer a subject. What the new preventive policies primarily address is no 
longer individuals but factors, statistical correlations of heterogeneous elements. They 
deconstruct the concrete subject of intervention, and reconstruct a combination of factors 
liable to produce risk. Their primary aim is not to confront a concrete dangerous situation, 
but to anticipate all the possible forms of irruption of danger” (Castel, 1991: 288). 

 

In risk management, the subject is not encountered as a unique person with some sort of 

indispensable inner singularity, but as an aggregate of risk factors, a modulation that can be 

managed and tamed through continuous monitoring. Risk management reduces ‘individuals’ to 

‘dividuals’, that is, a part of their identity (Deleuze, 1995). Risk management assembles personal, 

biographic characteristics into the collective identities of risk profiles. Whereas in the Schmittian 

dynamics of security, one is either friend or enemy, risk management does not operate on the 

basis of such stable identities, and everything depends upon the specific configuration of factors 

that are considered likely to produce risk. In the words of Hardt and Negri: “The Other that 

might delimit a modern sovereign Self has become fractured and indistinct, and there is no 

longer an outside that can bound the place of sovereignty…Today it is increasingly difficult…to 

name a single unified enemy; rather, there seems to be minor and elusive enemies everywhere” 

(Hardt and Negri, 2000: 189). Thus whereas the exceptional decision creates a spatial order, risk 

management disrupts the link between space and order. Or, to put it differently, risk 

management “does not have to draw the line that separates the enemies of the sovereign from his 

obedient subjects; it effects distributions around the norm” (Foucault, 1978: 144). In risk 

management, therefore, 

 

“we detect a new dynamic by means of which security goes hyperbolic, since any assemblage, 
organisation or population, however differentiated and specified, may become acerbic. 
Security goes hyperbolic in as much as unlimited knowledge of infinitely defineable 
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assemblages, populations and networks is a necessary concomitant of the problematic of 
becoming-dangerous” (Dillon and Reid, 2001: 57). 

 

Risk management, Foucault in turn concludes, brings “life and its mechanisms into the realm of 

explicit calculations” and makes “power/knowledge an agent of transformation of human life” 

(Foucault, 1978: 143). Because risk management is not focused upon an existing existential 

threat, the logic of risk management is by definition preventive (see figure below).  

 

Figure 1.  Three Differences Between Securitisation and Risk Management 

 Securitisation Risk Management 

Representation of threat  Friend/Enemy opposition 
and personification of the 
enemy. 

Friend/Enemy Continuum 
and inpersonal correlation 
of factors liable to produce 
risk. 

Measures/ strategy  Exceptional measures that 
bypass normal political 
procedures; measures 
counteract existential 
threat. 

Normal measures such as 
surveillance and risk 
profiling; measures 
contribute to the social 
control of large 
populations. 

Objective Elimination of threat; the 
elimination of a threat 
secures the collective 
survival of a socio-political 
order. 

Management of risks 
against the background of 
uncertainty and 
contingency; risk 
management seeks to 
prevent risks from 
developing into existential 
threats.  

 

The strategic goal of risk management is to intervene before the situation reaches to the point of 

extremity in which exceptional measures are called for. Instead of bringing conflict to the 

extreme of war, risk management “thus attempts to pre-empt or dedramatize conflict by acting 

upon the physical and social structures within which individuals conduct themselves” (Rose, 

1999: 237). Effective risk management demands a cybernetics of control in which risk calculations, 

risk management and risk reduction form an integral part of security measures. This is 

exemplified, for instance, by the current security discourse of the United States in relation to the 

war on terrorism. 
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4 The National Security Strategy and the War against Terrorism 

 

In opposition to the period before 9/11, American security discourse in the 2002 National 

Security Strategy seems more concerned with prevention than defence: “We must adapt the 

concept of imminent threat to the capabilities and objectives of today’s adversaries…To forestall 

or prevent such hostile acts by our adversaries, the United States will, if necessary, act pre-

emptively” (White House, 2002: 15).12 The shift from defence to prevention takes its point of 

departure in the behavioural potentialities of states rather than their actual behaviour: “[T]he 

United States can no longer solely rely on a reactive posture as we have in the past. The inability 

to deter a potential attacker, the immediacy of today’s threats, and the magnitude of potential 

harm that could be unleashed by our adversaries’ choice of weapons, do not permit that option. 

We cannot let our enemies strike first” (White House, 2002: 15). Whereas anticipatory self-

defence as it is understood in international law still operated with an image of reactive violence, 

the war on terrorism replaces this picture with that of proactive intervention: “We must deter 

and defend against the threat before it is unleashed” (White House, 2002: 14).  

As such, prevention entails a move from danger to risk. The aim is no longer to confront a 

concrete danger, but to intervene before threats have fully emerged. In a way, preventive security 

is virtual in the sense that it is one step further away from danger in its potentiality. But at the 

same time it is real, since the future increasingly determines present security choices (cf. Lupton, 

1999: 93). The shift from defence to prevention, re-action to pro-action, deterrence to 

intelligence, and events to eventualities is to be considered mainly on an ontological level. 

Contrary to defence, prevention takes insecurity rather than security as the underlying value of 

security politics: “We are today a nation at risk to a new and changing threat. The terrorist threat 

to America takes many forms, has many places to hide, and is often invisible. Yet the need for 

homeland security is tied to our enduring vulnerability” (Office of Homeland Security, 2002, 

preamble, emphasis added). While defence implies protection, safety and trust, prevention 

operates on the basis of permanent feelings of fear, anxiety and unease – feelings that are 

                                                 
12  The notion of pre-emption is not a new one in the context of international relations and international law. 

The International Court of Justice has ruled that pre-emptive violence in the case of self-defence is only 

allowed if the faced threat is immanent and overwhelming, leaving no time to neutralise the threat via other 

(diplomatic) channels. According to international law, a pre-emptive attack is only legitimate as a reaction to 

the enemy’s determined decision to issue an attack. The way the notion of pre-emption is used in current 

American discourse, however, radicalises such a notion as it makes no mention of irrevocable acts 

committed by the other side. Indeed, as it only speaks of capacities and intentions, current United States 

discourse is better described as preventive rather than pre-emptive. 

 9



normally considered with the exceptional situation of an extraordinary threat. Preventive security 

is virtual security: on the one hand, risk is one step further away from danger in its potentiality 

but, on the other hand, risks are real in the sense that risk scenarios increasingly determine policy 

choices in the present. 

The aim of the Computer Assisted Passenger Pre-Screening (CAPPS) system, for instance, is 

to gather data about all passengers flying to the United States. On the basis of information about 

name, age, address, passport, credit card number and previous travels, CAPPS classifies the 

potential dangerousness of all travellers. It constructs three different risk classes/identities: green, 

yellow and red, with green meaning non-dangerous and red meaning very dangerous. Muslim 

visitors from the Middle East are automatically assigned the yellow identity (cf. Ramonet, 2003; 

Lyon, 2003). However, surveillance is not just limited to foreigners entering the United States. 

The Terrorist Screening Center (TSC), a joint initiative of the Department of Justice, 

Department of Homeland Security, the Intelligence Community, the FBI and the State 

Department, seeks to install surveillance and data collection as a routine of every-day life within 

and outside the United States. As Attorney General Ashcroft argues: “The Terrorist Screening 

Center will provide ‘one-stop shopping’ so that every federal anti-terrorist screener is working off 

the same page – whether it’s an airport screener, an embassy official issuing visas overseas, or an 

FBI agent on the street.” (Department of Homeland Security, 2003). The result is that the 

differences between inside/outside, police/military and FBI/CIA become increasingly blurred. 

On the one hand, there is an increasing internalisation of external security in the form of 

‘domestic spying’ and data collection within the United States. On the other hand, 

externalisation of internal security (policing beyond borders) is taking place in remote places such 

as Afghanistan. Hence, Tom Ridge’s (Secretary of Homeland Security) remark that the Terrorist 

Screening Center will make it possible to put intelligence to immediate use at the front lines of 

the battle against terrorism, misses the crucial point that there are no clear front lines in the war 

on terror. Rather, the front is everywhere and no one can expect to be exempted from the 

network of surveillance and inspection: “Conduct is continually monitored and reshaped by 

logics immanent within all networks of practice. Surveillance is ‘designed in’ to the flow of 

everyday existence” (Rose, 1999: 236). In a sense, then, everybody is guilty until his or her risk 

profile proves otherwise.  

Securitisation, then, is not just an exceptional decision that, as the Copenhagen school seems 

to make us believe, takes place largely outside the normal order, but also something that 

increasingly permeates everyday life in the form of risk management. From a normative point of 

view, the logic of risk management seems preferable to the exceptional logic laid down in 
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securitisation theory. Risk management, if successful, stops a securitising process from developing 

into an exceptional decision through which the normal rules are abandoned in favour of a 

situation that is structured by the extreme logic of war. The downside, however, is that risk 

management may in turn lead to an increasing securitisation of societies under normal, peaceful 

conditions. By way of conclusion, the next section therefore concludes with a few normative 

arguments against the logic of risk management. 

 

5 Conclusion: Some Normative Considerations on Risk Management  

 

Reading securitisation theory in the light of Carl Schmitt’s conception of the political can 

provide insight into the meaning and significance of existential threats for the constitution of 

political communities. However, this study has argued that the Schmittian notion securitisation 

at work in the Copenhagen school conception of security can be usefully supplemented, 

theoretically and empirically, with the securitising logic of risk management. Taken together, 

both logics are able to provide a complex picture of the dynamics of securitisation in world 

politics. But, while attention is paid to the issue of securitisation, the normative dilemmas of 

securitisation have, a few notable exceptions to the contrary, received little attention. Therefore, 

this section will end with a few comments on the possible normative problems of risk 

management, which could be provide some useful directions for future research on the normative 

aspects of securitisation. First, because risk management only functions if sufficient information 

exists about risk factors, this can lead to the paradoxical situation that liberal freedoms, such as 

privacy, are violated with the aim of protecting them against anti-democratic or anti-liberal 

forces. The war on terrorism seems to point in this direction as the anti-terrorist PATRIOT act 

extensively limits liberal freedoms (cf. Cole, 2002). A second reason is that in the world of risk 

management, the lack of information can lead to high, if not unacceptable, levels of uncertainty. 

Indeed, the fact that no reliable information is available about factors liable to produce risk may 

in the extreme case become a ground for preventive intervention. President George W. Bush 

hinted at this possibility in one of his remarks on the war against Iraq: “Many people have asked 

how close Saddam Hussein is to developing a nuclear weapon. Well, we don’t know and that’s 

the problem” (Bush, 2002). A third normative disadvantage of risk management is that the 

construction of risk populations can lead to discriminatory measures. Especially the increase of 

ethnic or racial risk profiles can contribute to a further social exclusion of groups (such as 

immigrants) that are already marginalised (cf. Lyon, 2003). A last disadvantage is that risk 

management, once started, might be difficult to stop. As there need not be a concrete threat, it is 
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difficult to determine when a threat has passed and when surveillance can be terminated. Threats 

are always potential, which justifies a constant risk awareness. Moreover, it is likely that the 

possible ineffectiveness of risk management will not bring about less but more risk management. 

That is, the failure to prevent a threat from happening can easily become an argument in favour 

of more risk management to make sure that such threats are unlikely to emerge again in the 

future. Although risk management as a process of securitisation can be desirable, it seems that in 

the long term desecuritisation is the more sustainable option for democratic societies. Or, to end 

with a quote by Ole Wæver, “transcending a security problem by politicizing it cannot happen 

through thematization in security terms, only away from such terms” (Wæver, 1995: 56). 
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Can changing the membership or procedures of the United Na-
tions Security Council improve its credibility? In the controversy surround-
ing a possible UN imprimatur for the use of force against Iraq, the debate
over the council’s credibility shifted from the question of adequate represen-
tation to whether the group can constrain U.S. power. Now, the obstacles to
Security Council credibility go beyond issues of process—exclusive perma-
nent membership and the right to veto—to include unparalleled U.S. mili-
tary might. With the exception of the 1965 expansion from 11 to 15 members,
efforts at Security Council reform since the organization’s inception in 1945
have repeatedly proved implausible; today, uncontested U.S. power makes
such efforts largely irrelevant.

At the same time, in choosing among available tactics and strategies,
Washington should think twice about acting alone. Making better use of the
Security Council in its current form—indeed, of the UN system more broadly—
is usually in U.S. interests and should remain the preferred policy option.

The Historical Failure of Reform

The principle of UN Charter reform, which includes altering everything
from institutional purposes and structures to more mundane operating pro-
cedures, retains salience for diplomats in New York as a formal agenda item
as well as an informal and enduring cocktail party pastime. In practice, how-
ever, substantive and substantial reform has proved virtually impossible. In
fact, only three amendments have been made to the UN Charter in almost
60 years—and all dealing only with seat numbers in two of the six principal



l Thomas G. Weiss

THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY ■ AUTUMN 2003148

organs, once for the Security Council and twice for the United Nations Eco-
nomic and Social Council. Use of the term “reform” is applied often and far
more broadly than constitutional changes to UN policy; for example, at the
outset of their terms, UN secretaries general routinely initiate so-called re-
form measures that merely involve personnel changes and management

shell games.1

The history of reform efforts geared toward
making the Security Council more reflective
of growing UN membership and of changing
world politics since the organization’s estab-
lishment conveys the slim prospects for
meaningful change. UN founders deliberately
divided member rights and roles by establish-
ing a universal General Assembly with the
most general functions and a restricted Secu-
rity Council with executing authority for

maintaining the peace—unanimity among the great powers was a prerequisite
for action. This arrangement was designed to contrast with the Council of the
League of Nations, a general executive committee for all of the organization’s
functions that failed miserably in the security arena because it required agree-
ment from all states. Eternal seats for the era’s great powers—the United
States, the Soviet Union, France, the United Kingdom, and China—now
known as the Permanent 5 (P-5) with the right to veto decisions of substance,
was an essential component of the original 1945 deal.

At the San Francisco conference where the UN Charter was drafted, del-
egates who were dissatisfied with a revival of a kind of nineteenth-century
Concert of Europe—with more powerful states given special roles—but also
did not wish to impede the effective creation of the new world body ex-
pected that a review conference for all UN member states would be con-
vened relatively quickly to discuss changes in the charter and organizational
structures. Although Article 109 reserved the possibility of a General Con-
ference “for the purposes of reviewing the present Charter,” the P-5 pre-
ferred setting the bar high for any changes.2  They not only resisted efforts to
convene such a conference but also clearly communicated their intention to
safeguard their veto rights. The increasing polarization of UN member
countries during the Cold War in the 1950s prevented such a gathering
then, and none has been convened since.

As originally defined in the UN Charter, the composition and decisionmaking
procedures of the Security Council were increasingly challenged as mem-
bership steadily and dramatically grew following the acceleration of
decolonization. Between the UN’s establishment in 1945 and the end of the
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first wave of decolonization in 1963, the number of UN member states
swelled from 51 to 114. Only six countries from Africa and Asia were UN
members originally, while two decades later, more than half of the UN’s
membership were from these two developing continents. As a result, these
newly decolonized countries demanded a better reflection of their numbers
and priorities in the Security Council and throughout the UN system.

Most governments rhetorically support the mindless call for equity, spe-
cifically by increasing membership and eliminating the veto. Yet, no progress
has been made on these numerical or procedural changes because absolutely
no consensus exists about the exact shape of
the Security Council or the elimination of
the veto. True, the council does not reflect
the actual distribution of twenty-first-century
power, yet reform proposals emanating from
diplomats and analysts have never addressed
the true imbalance between seats at the table
and actual military capacity outside of the
Security Council chamber. They have sought
to address, instead, the imbalance between
the total number of countries in the world
and Security Council membership as well as to dispute the absolute veto
right held by five countries.

The only significant reform of the Security Council came to pass in 1965,
after two-thirds of all UN member states ratified and all five permanent
members of the Security Council approved Resolution 1990 (adopted by the
General Assembly in December 1963) which proposed enlarging the Secu-
rity Council from 11 to 15 members and the required majority from 7 to 9
votes. The veto power exclusively reserved for the P-5 was left intact.

The question of whether the Security Council should reflect the growing
membership of the UN, let alone the lofty language of the UN Charter’s Ar-
ticle 2, emphasizing “the principle of the sovereign equality of all its Mem-
bers,” resurfaced in the 1990s, paradoxically, as a by-product of the initial
successes of the Security Council in the early post–Cold War era. The P-5
countries, increasingly on the same wavelength, reached consensus privately
before going to the Security Council as a whole on a range of issues.3  Yet,
the logic of the axiom “if it ain’t broken, don’t fix it” gave way to grumblings
about representation. Again, the argument for expansion was linked to eq-
uity, not to practical impact.

A series of decisions about beefed-up peacekeeping operations in areas
that had formerly paralyzed the council, including several flash points of
former East-West tensions (Afghanistan, Namibia, Kampuchea, and Nicara-
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of 21 or 25
members would
hardly improve
effectiveness.



l Thomas G. Weiss

THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY ■ AUTUMN 2003150

gua) and the end of the Iran-Iraq War, seemed to usher in a new era of Secu-
rity Council activism and UN authority for decisionmaking about international
peace and security. Such decisions set precedents for the council to take ac-
tion against Iraq for its invasion of Kuwait in 1991 and then to override
Iraqi sovereignty by providing succor to the Kurds and imposing intrusive
measures on the regime in Baghdad.4

Suddenly, the Security Council was acting as had been originally in-
tended. Sovereignty was no longer sacrosanct.5  Excluded countries wanted
a part of the action, to defend their own viewpoints from the risk of being
ignored by a new sort of P-5 condominium. Moreover, consensus was the or-
der of the day and casting vetoes appeared unseemly and anachronistic; only
12 substantive vetoes were invoked between January 1990 and June 2003 in
contrast to the 193 over the preceding 45 years.6

In January 1992, newly elected Secretary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali
began his term with the first-ever summit of the Security Council and
shortly thereafter published his bullish An Agenda for Peace,7  which spelled
out an ambitious agenda for the UN’s role in the maintenance of interna-
tional peace and security. In looking ahead to the UN’s half-century anni-
versary in 1995, a symbolically appropriate moment appeared on the
international radar screen. “Was it not time to restructure the Security
Council’s composition and revise its anachronistic procedures so that mat-
ters of right would take precedence over matters of might,” or so went the
conventional wisdom and proposals from the 38th floor of 1 UN Plaza and
from eminent individuals.8

Two Timeless Procedural Obstacles

The logic behind the call in the early 1990s to recognize the changed world
by setting aside the veto and doubling the number of permanent Security
Council members—with Germany and Japan making particularly strong
cases for membership, along with developing-country giants, such as India,
Egypt, Brazil, and Nigeria—to reflect the new world order ran into two im-
mediate problems.9

THE VETO

Citing the need to avoid conditions that led to the downfall of the League of
Nations, the P-5 insisted on having individual vetoes over UN Charter
amendments. Article 108 effectively provides each permanent member with
a trump card that can overrule any efforts to weaken its formal power, al-
though virtually all of the other 186 member states criticize the veto as in-
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equitable.10  The veto has been and remains an obstacle to reform both be-
cause of the P-5’s vested interests in preserving power and because no provi-
sion in the charter requires them to relinquish this right.

In their pursuit of raisons d’état, states use whatever institutions are avail-
able to serve their interests. Although arguably the United Kingdom and
France as well as Russia are no longer considered major powers, their perma-
nent status with vetoes gives them a substantial voice in international poli-
tics. As evidenced by the debate over Iraq, enhancing the Security Council’s
role is a primary objective of French and
Russian foreign policies, giving these
countries a say about where and how
U.S. military power will be projected so
long as Washington works through this
framework. The P-5 countries, including
the United States, are, in essence, guard-
ing themselves; they will not give up
their vetoes easily.

MEMBERSHIP

Political paralysis, when it comes to deciding on candidates for either per-
manently rotating or new permanent seats on the Security Council—the
latter with or without vetoes—has further prevented successful Security
Council reform. Increasing membership numbers beyond the current 15—5
permanent and 10 nonpermanent members serving rotating two-year
terms—seems relatively unobjectionable to promote and reflect greater di-
versity. At the same time, those more interested in results than in process
were quick to point out that a Security Council of 21 or 25 members would
hardly improve effectiveness—a “rump” General Assembly certainly would
have increased the chances for what one observer poetically called a
Sitzkrieg over Iraq.11

Moreover, the group would be too large to conduct serious negotiations
and still too small to represent the UN membership as a whole. Thus, the
apparent agreement about some expansion to accommodate more seats at
the table for the clearly underrepresented “global South” does not translate
into consensus about which countries would be added.12

Even more difficult has been reaching agreement on new permanent
members. If dominance by the industrialized countries was the problem, why
were Germany and Japan obvious candidates? Would Italy not be more or
less in the same league? Would it not make more sense for the European
Union to be represented (rather than Paris, London, Berlin, and Rome indi-
vidually)? How did Argentina feel about Brazil’s candidacy? Pakistan about

The UN is so consumed
with getting the process
right that it often
neglects the
consequences.
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India’s? South Africa about Nigeria’s? How did such traditional UN stal-
warts as Canada and the Nordic countries feel about a plan that would leave
them on the sidelines but elevate larger developing countries, some of which
represent threats to international peace and security? Moreover, if the veto
was undemocratic and debilitating for the Security Council’s work, should
this privilege be given to new permanent members? Would that not make
the lowest common denominator lower still?

Since its establishment in 1993, the entity with the lengthiest name in
the annals of multilateral deliberations—the Open-Ended Working Group
on the Question of Equitable Representation and Increase in the Member-
ship of the Security Council and Other Matters Related to the Security
Council—risks also setting a record for continuing to go nowhere for the
longest period of time. This entity is a microcosm of a perpetual problem in
the organization as a whole: the UN is so consumed with getting the process
right that it often neglects the consequences.

Beyond Process: Adjusting to a New World

More recently, a third problem has arisen: Washington’s emergence as what
former French foreign minister Hubert Védrine aptly dubbed the hyper-puis-
sance. Bipolarity has given way to what was supposed to be U.S. primacy, but
the demonstrated military prowess in the war on Iraq made it crystal clear
that primacy was a vast understatement. Scholars discuss the nuances of
economic and cultural leverage resulting from U.S. soft power,13  but the
hard currency of international politics undoubtedly remains military might.
Before the war on Iraq, Washington was already spending more on its mili-
tary than the next 15–25 countries combined (depending on who was
counting); with an opening additional appropriation of $79 billion for the
war, the United States now spends more than the rest of the world’s militar-
ies combined.14

With a U.S. global presence as great as that of any empire in history,15  Se-
curity Council efforts to control U.S. action are beginning to resemble the
Roman Senate’s efforts to control the emperor. Diplomats at UN headquar-
ters have almost unanimously described the debate surrounding the with-
drawn resolution before the war in Iraq as “a referendum not on the means
of disarming Iraq but on the American use of power.”16  Complicating the
picture further were splits among Europeans about the future design and
leadership of the continent, with the EU’s Common Security and Defense
Policy and NATO joining the Security Council as victims.

Today, there are two world “organizations”: the UN—global in member-
ship—and the United States—global in reach and power. Jostling about UN
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Charter reform is a mere distraction. Critics of U.S. hegemony argue that
the exercise of military power should be based on UN authority rather than
capacity, but in reality, the two concepts are inseparable. As the UN’s coer-
cive capacity is always on loan, UN-led or UN-approved military operations
take place only when Washington signs on. The value added by the partici-
pation of other militaries is mainly political; it is not meaningful in any op-
erational way for enforcement (as opposed to traditional peacekeeping).
This reality will not change until Europeans
spend considerably more on defense so that
they too have an independent military capacity.
This argument will remain valid even if a new
transatlantic bargain is struck about combining
complementary U.S. military and European ci-
vilian instruments toward combating common
security threats.17

If the Security Council is to enforce its col-
lective decisions, U.S. participation is, at present and for the foreseeable fu-
ture, a sine qua non. If its purpose is to prevent Washington from doing
what it has decided is vital to U.S. interests, only a hopeless romantic would
claim this is feasible. Although perhaps understandable as a visceral reac-
tion, the idea that the remaining superpower will continue to participate—
politically or financially—in an institution whose purpose has become to
limit its power has no precedent.

If the Security Council continues to materially disagree with U.S. foreign
policy on critical issues with any frequency, the UN could come to resemble
its defunct predecessor, the League of Nations. In this, President George W.
Bush was on target in his September 2002 address to the General Assembly:
“We created the United Nations Security Council, so that, unlike the
League of Nations, our deliberations would be more than talk, our resolu-
tions would be more than wishes.”18  The Bush administration’s National Se-
curity Strategy of the United States of America was published later that same
month and could not be clearer: “[W]e will be prepared to act apart when
our interests and unique responsibilities require.”19  In short, the Bush ad-
ministration—and any U.S. administration—will never allow international
institutions to limit actions that the United States deems necessary for its
national security.

The future challenge for UN proponents is twofold: to determine when
the Security Council will act as a multiplier for U.S. power and to persuade
the United States that acting multilaterally will be in its interest. The trick
is to determine in which situations Washington and the world organization
will act in concert, that is, when will U.S. tactical multilateralism kick in?

Jostling about UN
Charter reform is a
mere distraction.
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Evolutionary, Not Revolutionary, Change

Although rhetorical fireworks over the last decade have not led to UN
Charter reform, they undoubtedly have made possible pragmatic modifica-
tions in the Security Council’s working methods.20  New council procedures
initiated by member states respond in concrete, if small, ways to the need
for more openness and accountability as well as for more diverse inputs into
decisionmaking.21  Thus, they have taken steps to improve the democratic
accountability of the Security Council.22

Over the last decade, the council president (a position that rotates each
month) has adopted the practice of regularly briefing nonmembers and the
press about private consultations, meaning that information rather than ru-
mor circulates. Provisional agendas and draft resolutions also are now dis-
tributed rather than kept under lock and key. The council routinely holds
consultations with senior UN staff and countries that contribute troops to
UN efforts and has also convened several times at the level of foreign min-
ister or head of state in an effort to increase the visibility of important delib-
erations and decisions.

When requested, the UN secretariat has in the last couple of years begun
to organize missions by Security Council representatives to countries or re-
gions in crisis to permit better exposure to a range of views and to provide
firsthand experience on the ground. Under the so-called Arria formula,
named after former Venezualan ambassador Diego Arria who in 1993 ar-
ranged an informal meeting with a visiting priest to discuss the conflict in
the former Yugoslavia, an individual member of the Security Council can in-
vite others for a candid exchange with independent experts and civil society.
There have also been more formal meetings with heads of UN units or orga-
nizations as well as private retreats with the secretary general and his senior
management team.

The reform debate has also led to other proposals that stop short of char-
ter amendments and provide alternative formulas to finesse the issue of the
veto. The P-5 could voluntarily exercise greater restraint, for example, by
restricting the exercise of the veto only to matters that fall under the obliga-
tory provisions of enforcement decisions taken under Chapter VII of the
charter.23  For cases of humanitarian intervention, the P-5 could abstain
where vital interests are not involved.24  Such restraint would offer no guar-
antees, of course, and would also set an unusual precedent of calling on se-
lected states to give up rights acquired by treaties. Alternatively, coalitions
of states might seek institutional moral stamps of approval outside the Secu-
rity Council. The Kosovo Commission, an independent group of human
rights proponents, made this point most distinctly by arguing that NATO’s
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1999 humanitarian war was “illegal” (because it had no Security Council au-
thorization) but “legitimate” (because it was ethically justified).25

Another means of skirting the veto entails adopting “the General Assem-
bly in Emergency Special Session under the ‘Uniting for Peace’ procedure.”26

Although this process has been used only three times to authorize military
action—the last in the early 1960s for the Congo—it employs the idea of
coalitions of the willing, which after all is one of the oldest aims of diplo-
mats. Biting boycotts, for example, were set up against Italy by the League of
Nations in the Abyssinian case of the late 1930s and by the UN against
South Africa until the end of apartheid in the
early 1990s. The original “Uniting for Peace”
resolution even contained a clause referring to
the voluntary creation of a UN force in cases
where the Security Council was unable to act,
that is, when it was paralyzed by the veto.

Acting through the General Assembly can
be useful to circumvent a veto-wielding mem-
ber of the Security Council in the clear inter-
national minority, but such a route has its limits.
Once a security matter has been brought be-
fore the General Assembly, the main hurdle it faces is the requirement to
have a two-thirds majority of members present and voting. Although the de-
cision on the matter would only be a “recommendation” (whereas the Secu-
rity Council’s decisions are obligations), the necessary backing in the General
Assembly might have a moral and political weight sufficient to categorize
the use of force as “legal” even without the Security Council’s endorsement.
In such a case, the action would certainly be regarded as legitimate.27

Views are divided about the wisdom of raising the use of force outside
the Security Council. Many countries, particularly some European and de-
veloping countries, are reluctant or even unwilling to acknowledge the le-
gitimacy of military force that is not specifically sanctioned by the council,
even for humanitarian purposes.28  For these countries, the international
political process in the Security Council, however flawed and even with-
out reform, is at least regulated. Indeed, for a growing number of legisla-
tors in the West, a bona fide Security Council authorization is essential to
secure their consent to deploy national military forces. Setting aside this
procedure, as NATO did in the case of Kosovo and the United States and
United Kingdom did in the case of Iraq, threatens the fragile rules that
underpin international society.29

In examining the legal gymnastics used to justify the use of force in Iraq,
Duke University professor of law Michael Byers has recently made a case for

The U.S. will not
participate in an
institution whose
purpose is to limit
its power.
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“exceptional illegality.” Rather than try to change long-standing and basi-
cally effective rules, he asks “whether, in truly exceptional circumstances
where a serious threat exists, no invitation can be obtained, and the council
is not prepared to act, states should simply violate international law without
advancing strained and potentially destabilizing legal justifications.”30

That is one possibility, but in any event, adaptations in actual Security
Council behavior, rather than formal modifications or reforms to either its
membership or procedures, are more likely to preserve and improve Security
Council credibility. Attempts to formally reform the council are unlikely to
make a dent in the way that states approach decisionmaking in it. The gains
made in transparency in the past are not trivial, but more than 10 years of
discussion have led to no reforms to the UN Charter. This time will be no
different.

Initiative Stays in Washington, Not New York

In the contemporary world, the Security Council should retain, as specified
in the UN Charter, the “primary responsibility for the maintenance of inter-
national peace and security.” Yet, it will also retain the same permanent
members with vetoes and, in all likelihood, the same number of nonperma-
nent members. “The key issue for the council,” as the International Peace
Academy’s president David Malone tells us, “is whether it can engage the
United States, modulate its exercise of power, and discipline its impulses.”31

Will the inability to reform the UN Charter compromise the credibility of
the Security Council, particularly regarding matters shaping the future use
of force? The answer is “probably not” or at least “no more than in the past.”
Changing the composition of the Security Council would not, in any case,
overcome its core weaknesses—the veto and almost total reliance upon U.S.
military power. In short, the Security Council will remain the first port of
call for authorizing the use of military force. The former foreign minister of
Australia and president of the International Crisis Group, Gareth Evans, has
pointed to the more difficult question: “whether it should be the last.”32

Washington and the other permanent members would certainly answer
“no.” Major powers normally pursue their self-determined interests in their
backyards without the UN’s blessing—look no further than Côte d’Ivoire,
Sierra Leone, Chechnya, or Xinjiang. The U.S. backyard, however, is consid-
erably bigger than that of most other nations, and the ability of the United
States to project military power worldwide is unparalleled. Friends and foes
alike are uncomfortable with Washington’s present gear: what the EU com-
missioner for external relations Chris Patten has dubbed “unilateralist
overdrive.”33
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Washington should recall that the Security Council not only can enhance
the legitimacy of U.S. actions but also can help share global risks and bur-
dens, such as stabilizing postwar Iraq once sanctions were lifted by the Secu-
rity Council. Recalling that the Somalia syndrome was a dominant domestic
factor in the United States in the 1990s, it is likely that prospects for fiscal
relief and limiting casualties will become more attractive to U.S. public
opinion and limit U.S. enthusiasm for future unilateral operations. If the
U.S. economy remains sluggish and preemptive self-defense against rogue
states expands, the UN will appear more and more appealing.34

In certain cases, U.S. interests can be best
pursued through multilateral decisionmaking.
The choice is not between the UN as a rubber
stamp and a cipher—between the axis of sub-
servience and the axis of irrelevance. Rather,
depending on the issue, the stakes at hand, the
positions of other potential allies, and the plau-
sibility of collective military action, Washing-
ton, because of its power, has the historically
rare opportunity to act either unilaterally or
multilaterally.35

Acting through the Security Council is always a policy option but should
not be a road that Washington always, or never, takes. Clearly, no U.S. ad-
ministration will permit the council to stand in the way of pursuing the
country’s perceived interests in national security. Yet at the same time, the
Security Council often may serve vital interests as well as give the United
States cause to proceed cautiously and with international acquiescence, if
not jubilant support.

The war on terrorism provides an evident example of overlapping U.S.
and international security interests. Fighting this plague obviously requires
cooperation across borders if policies are to be even modestly successful in
stopping financial flows to terrorist organizations or improving intelligence.
The Security Council, for example, responded instantly to the attacks on
the World Trade Center and the Pentagon by passing an unequivocal con-
demnation of terrorism in Resolution 1368 on September 12, 2001. The text
is remarkable for its brevity yet broad scope, with a clear recognition of “the
inherent right of individual or collective self-defense in accordance with the
Charter,” which helped enhance the legitimacy of, and support for, opera-
tions in Afghanistan. It also improved the prospects for other types of inter-
national cooperation, such as sharing intelligence and halting money
laundering. Only two weeks later, the Security Council adopted Resolution
1373, a landmark in uniformly obligating all member states under Chapter

Adaptations are
more likely to
preserve and
improve Security
Council credibility.
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VII of the UN Charter to deny terrorists, regardless of their cause, location,
or timing, the means to carry out their destructive tactics.36

Other examples of shared interests include confronting the global spec-
ter of infectious diseases (including the spread of HIV/AIDS, the Ebola vi-
rus, and SARS) as well as revived weapons inspections and postconflict
reconstruction in Iraq. The UN’s growing involvement in postwar Iraq has
important symbolic benefits as well as real ones, as do international efforts
to confront pandemics. Yet, more than lip service must be paid to the in-
terests of other countries. Unless Washington is prepared to bend on occa-
sion and to contribute to solutions in other regions and countries, these
governments are unlikely to sign on when their helping hands are neces-
sary for U.S. priorities.

Washington’s multilateral record in the twentieth century conveys “mixed
messages,” as Columbia University’s Edward Luck reminds us.37  On the one
hand, the United States has been the prime mover in creating virtually all of
the current generation of intergovernmental organizations—from NATO to
the Bretton Woods institutions to the UN family. On the other hand, the
United States has often kept its distance and even withdrawn from the Inter-
national Labor Organization and the UN Educational, Social, and Cultural
Organization; and recently, of course, several new initiatives (including the
Kyoto Protocol, the Statute on the International Criminal Court, and the ban
on antipersonnel landmines) have been met with at best a cold shoulder or at
worst outright hostility. This historical pattern of ambivalence is not about to
change, given today’s Security Council, especially because U.S. military pre-
dominance exists side by side with a growing presumption by officials and
publics in other countries in favor of more inclusive decisionmaking in multi-
lateral forums, especially about the deployment of military force.

Style is also of consequence. In debating the authorization of force in
Iraq, determining whose behavior—that of Washington or Paris—was more
churlish proved difficult. The United States nonetheless proceeded to carry
out a very risky venture with little diplomatic and material support. Might a
slightly more tolerant administration with a greater forbearance for working
within the UN system have produced a viable Security Council resolution?
When pursued creatively, the leverage of U.S. power can be employed to
bring others on board, and diplomacy can succeed. For example, the un-
popular proposal to reduce Washington’s contribution to the UN budget was
finally pushed through by consensus in December 2000 as a result of the ag-
ile leadership of Ambassador Richard Holbrooke and unusual financing pro-
vided by Ted Turner. Although the stakes were obviously lower in that case,
resolving the problem was not a cakewalk either. Yet, in contrast to the fi-
asco over Iraq, U.S. diplomacy worked.38
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The apparently growing U.S. appetite for unilateral action has caused
painful indigestion among internationalists at home and allies abroad. The
UN’s menu offers more choices than the Bush administration realizes for
“multilateralism à la carte,” as proposed by former U.S. director of policy
planning Richard Haass. Seats at the Security Council table have been the
principal focus of reform discussions in New York, but their significance is
largely illusory given the centralization of power in Washington. The coun-
try that actually orders from the menu and picks up the tab remains key. At
the same time, a more gracious host would be desirable as the United States
should preserve the multilateral option of the Security Council, and of the
UN more generally, which normally serve the United States’ as well as broader
international interests.
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M
ilitary and political experts on both sides of the Atlantic assert that the

widening military capabilities gap between the United States and Eu-

rope creates a more challenging environment for transatlantic cooperation.

From the American perspective, arguments tend to suggest that the growing

gap limits interoperability, dictates contradictory strategies between the

United States and Europe, generates domestic burden-sharing accusations,

and ultimately obliges the United States to pursue a more unilateralist foreign

and security policy.

On the other hand, from the European perspective, the capabilities

gap may indeed seem to be somewhat irrelevant given today’s perceived low-

threat security environment. Furthermore, to many European governments, the

fiscal constraints required by Europe’s monetary union, coupled with a demo-

graphics trend that threatens many of Europe’s social programs, must make the

capabilities gap appear to be insurmountable. Even if the closure of the gap

were desirable, European leaders, as a whole, could hardly seek to make com-

parable expenditures in defense as the United States without causing a cata-

clysmic change to Europe’s social and political landscape. And many, either

begrudgingly or not, are at least realizing that the effort required to overcome

this gap is not worth the economic and political costs. The United States com-

mits twice as much national treasure for defense as its NATO European part-

ners and outspends them on a per capita basis of over 3:1. It is simply not
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possible for Europe to readjust spending priorities to make up for this shortfall.

Thus, in all likelihood Europe will remain woefully behind the United States in

terms of absolute military capabilities.

Despite this challenge, European politicians and scholars view the

capabilities gap as a trend whose wider growth can be limited through the im-

plementation of policies that increase defense expenditures on certain key ca-

pabilities, and lead to better resource allocation through economies-of-scale

consolidation of the defense industry, research and development, and acquisi-

tion agencies, and through mutually advantageous transatlantic defense coop-

eration in armaments arrangements to access American technologies. These

policies are being implemented not to close the gap per se; rather, they are

being implemented with varying degrees of success to militarily reinforce the

European pillar of NATO while simultaneously providing the European Union

(EU) with a military capability to act autonomously of NATO.

Even with the efforts in these areas, European leaders are nonetheless

seemingly left with a dichotomous challenge: balancing aspirations of increased

military capabilities to buttress its fledgling Common Foreign and Security Pol-

icy (CFSP) against the fiscal strains of Europe’s ever more demanding social-

welfare state. This internal struggle suggests a continuation of the status quo and

thus the need for a closer analysis of the significance of the capabilities gap.

The Gap Today

As it exists today, the military capability gap between the United

States and European states certainly limits Europe’s participation in particular

types of operations and as a consequence arguably weakens its decisionmaking

influence within the alliance and its emerging collective voice on the world

stage.1 Still, European allies do have a credible and substantial influence, both

within the alliance and in the global arena:

� Economically, the 454 million inhabitants of the European Union

have a gross domestic product (GDP) of $11 trillion, which is roughly equal

to the 293 million inhabitants of the United States.2

� Militarily, Europeans are in an alliance with the United States, un-

doubtedly the most militarily capable nation today, wherein each member

theoretically has an equal say. Two of Europe’s members possess strategic
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nuclear forces. Collectively, the Europeans are second only to the United

States in military capabilities, and current military reform efforts under way

in European states, along with NATO and EU initiatives, if implemented ef-

fectively, should result in increased efficiencies to further boost capabilities.

� Politically, European states possess two of the five permanent

member seats on the UN Security Council and are vital and influential mem-

bers in countless international forums. Indeed, Europeans are portrayed as

the alleged masters of “soft power” and are thus perhaps more adept at coping

with today’s asymmetrical threats than the United States.3

In this light, the increasing disparity between American and Euro-

pean military capabilities may not mean much, least of all to a European or,

given Europe’s still significant military capabilities, to any potential military

adversary. In turn, the question many Europeans might reasonably be asking

is, “Does the growing military capabilities gap matter?”

Atlanticists would argue that the gap does matter. Interoperability

with mutually supporting strategies to work in concert with each other is in

Europe’s and the United States’ shared interests. For Europe or the United

States to confront their common threats in isolation invites a more difficult

and dangerous slog at best and catastrophe at worst.4 The United States enjoys

a strong bond with Europe formed over the centuries by a “complex mixture

of shared history, common origins, and an abiding belief in certain principles

like democracy, freedom, and justice.”5 Apart from of the soundness of these

somewhat abstract concepts, past and present governments on both sides of

the Atlantic have recognized that this partnership has served the transatlantic

community well previously and undoubtedly believe it will continue to do so

in the future.6 This conviction manifests itself through the alliance and its

continued evolution. Still, one cannot ignore the conditions that exist today

which cause critics to question the utility of the transatlantic partnership.

Arguably, apart from the political chasm that formed over the war in

Iraq, one of the most critical factors in the debate of NATO’s value to Ameri-

cans is the perceived power gap between Europe and the United States. The

power gap is the genesis for the alleged divergence within the alliance. It is not

so much the overall state of the transatlantic relationship that needs to be ques-

tioned, but rather the underlying assumptions concerning the widening capa-

bilities gap that could lead one to invalidate the need for a strong transatlantic

partnership. Again, over the past decade, current and past US and European ad-

ministrations, being cognizant of the potential dangers and challenges of a

growing capabilities gap, have sought ways to mitigate the damage of this

trend—primarily through efforts to strengthen the European pillar of NATO,

but also through the implementation of policies that support the EU’s European

Security and Defense Policy.7
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A quick read of the abundant editorials and literature pertaining to

the efforts and policies within NATO and the EU would lead one to believe

that the enterprise of militarily enabling Europe has been a total failure. These

assessments reinforce the perception that Europe has become so shamefully

weak and complacent that the United States is compelled to act as a lone sher-

iff on the international stage. This perceived state of affairs—that the United

States’ armed forces are no longer interoperable with its European allies; that

the United States and Europe have divergent security strategies; and that,

consequently, the United States is forced to take unilateral measures in global

affairs—is not only the mantra of many political leaders and analysts in the

United States, but is also asserted by some European academics and officials

who want to establish a more credible European military capability either as

part of the deepening process within the EU or to counterpoise the United

States, or a combination of the two.8

In his divisive analysis of American and European relations, Robert

Kagan cites the “power gap” as one of the fundamental reasons that America

and Europe are drifting further apart.9 Unfortunately, by exaggerating trends

while ignoring nuances, Kagan and others paint a rather negative picture of Eu-

ropeans as being weak and largely unprincipled, as witnessed by their alleged

willingness to cooperate with “evil” regimes for the sake of avoiding violence

at any cost. “Europe” is portrayed as an American antithesis, whose divergence

with its old transatlantic ally is so pronounced, “they agree on little and under-

stand one another less and less.”10 Their argument states that Europeans have

become dependent upon the United States for security and its implied hege-

monic and moral leadership. Were this indeed an accurate portrayal, then of

course the capabilities gap would be utterly meaningless, as the Europeans

could bask peacefully under American protection while the United States alone

sets the declination of the world’s moral compass.

The United States of Europe?

One problem with this increasingly accepted portrayal of a power-

less Europe is the tendency to regard “Europe” as a fully matured political en-

tity, as though it were the United States of Europe. While the unimaginable

destruction of two debilitating wars has led to a more stable cooperative en-

vironment, that hardly makes the region a homogeneous amalgamation of

like-minded states. These states’ histories, cultures, and national psyches

cannot be conveniently lumped into a one-size-fits-all description.11 This

leads to one of the most prevalent problems in debates concerning the power

gap between the states of Europe and the United States. Detractors of Europe

use the term Europe without further elaboration or definition, leaving it to the
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audience to determine precisely what “Europe” means. This loose usage ulti-

mately leads to misleading or false comparisons: from descriptions of na-

tional character to defense spending. It ascribes or assumes nation-like

characteristics that are not truly present in a European supranational sense,

such as a “European” foreign or security policy and their implied institutions

such as a “European” ministry of defense or ministry of foreign affairs. There

is no doubt that many European leaders share aspirations for a more unified

Europe and have laid the groundwork for this evolutionary change through

the European Union; yet, those European institutions that represent the gene-

sis of potentially unified European foreign and security policies are in an em-

bryonic state whose further development is uncertain and whose comparison

with similar American institutions is deceptive.12

What, then, is “Europe”? The fact of the matter is that today “Eu-

rope” does not really exist other than as a geographical description. The Euro-

pean Union is the closest institutional phenomenon that could represent the

idea of “Europe,” and the two terms are often seemingly synonymous. As-

suming that this is a somewhat accurate estimation, then there are a few note-

worthy observations that, while being rudimentary, are unfortunately either

ignored or overlooked when describing “Europe.”13

The EU is, after all, made up of several sovereign states, each with its

own foreign policy, defense policy, various ministries, and separate constitu-

encies to whom their respective governments are responsible. The EU exists

through a series of treaties with federal-like competencies only in those areas

where all the member states agree. Thus, while the member states have agreed

to subordinate certain national policies to supranational institutes in the eco-

nomic community, the development and implementation of foreign and secu-

rity policies remain largely the purview of each member state.14 Nowhere was

this more evident than during the buildup to the war in Iraq. The crisis was of-

ten inaccurately publicized as causing a discord between the United States

and “Europe.” In reality, the polarization of positions among the European

states caused an enormous internal row within Europe (even leading to re-

criminations of an American plot to split Europe). Indeed, since many Euro-

pean states, at least from the French perspective, “missed a good opportunity

to be quiet” and fall in line with a few of the more “mature” European govern-

ments, it was literally impossible to speak of a “European” position on Iraq.

At the EU level, “Europe” was paralyzed, but that did not prevent the partici-

pation or support of many European governments in Operation Iraqi Free-

dom. The crisis merely proved that EU member states retain their sovereignty

in those areas of vital national interest, at least for the time being relegating

Europe’s CFSP to a hodgepodge of separate national priorities limited to

those areas where the member states can reach consensus.
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The nascent “European” foreign or defense policies that exist today

do not represent a solid, well-developed plan to support a “European” supra-

national strategy, but rather correspond to the lowest common denominator

of 25 separate national policies.15 Accordingly, as this arrangement stands to-

day, the European Union’s CFSP does not necessarily accurately reflect the

foreign and security policies or the priorities of “Europe.” Rather it repre-

sents an extension of each state’s own foreign and security policies and strate-

gies. And, when regarding the enormous diversities in foreign and defense

polices of the EU member states, along with the accompanying political and

historical baggage, it is a small wonder the EU has been able to accomplish as

much as it has in the security arena.16

Even the actual differences of military capabilities among the EU

member states are as stark as night and day. Some European nations possess

nuclear weapons, while others are steadfastly opposed to anything remotely

associated with atomic power. Several European governments commit a con-

siderable amount of capital on defense, while others barely spend enough to

have even a token military force. Even among the four EU neutral states, cer-

tain members guard their “armed neutrality” with significant capabilities and

healthy armaments industries, while others are comfortable with drastical-

ly less capability. The list of differences is virtually endless: from large and

mostly nondeployable legacy conscript forces, to rapidly deployable all-

volunteer forces; from states with global military reach through capabilities

such as aircraft carriers, to states without naval or air forces. This exercise of

comparisons and contrasts presents two clear certitudes: it is meaningless to

assign these capabilities a neat “European” label, and it is unmistakably erro-

neous to characterize these forces as “weak.”

Notwithstanding this diversity of national policies and actual capa-

bilities, the EU member states still aspire to a “deepening” of the EU. Certain

treaties provided the framework for Europeans to develop a Common Foreign

and Security Policy, and within that policy a European Security and Defense

Policy (ESDP).17 Within the confines of these policies, member states con-

tribute military capabilities to establish a Headline Goal Force for the con-

duct of pre-agreed missions. Still, this can hardly be considered a grand

European strategy. Simply because the EU has a Political and Security Com-

mittee, a Military Committee, and a military staff does not mean that its mem-

bers have agreed to or even desire a “European Army.” These structures,

institutions, and mission statements again represent nothing more than what

each of the member states is willing to accomplish collectively within the

context of the European Union. The laudatory progress made to date in Euro-

pean security and defense arrangements represents a launching point that can

either remain a tool for accomplishing limited-scope operations under EU
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auspices or the foundation from which more meaningful “European” strate-

gies, policies, and capabilities can grow.

The member states of the European Union can afford such a rela-

tively slow evolutionary implementation of security policies and its associ-

ated Headline Force capabilities because NATO remains Europe’s primary

security organization. The development of a military capability autonomous

of NATO is also one that all US administrations have supported as a way of

sharing the security burden and increasing European capabilities. Paradoxi-

cally, some critics suggest that either the EU force represents a challenge to

existing security arrangements, or the limited nature of the EU force demon-

strates Europe’s military weakness.

On the surface, a force of 60,000 established to take on limited mili-

tary tasks might seem unimpressive, but the restricted scope of this force

should not be confused with demonstrating a weak European political will or

with Europe confining itself uniquely to the use of this force.18 An EU force

should instead be viewed as a tool that EU member states can employ should

NATO decline to act. Yet critics of Europe’s efforts in this domain fail to see

the forest for the trees as they assess the restricted nature of the force as some

sort of European weakness. To be sure, there are certain critical capabilities or

enablers that European states still need to develop or procure in greater quan-

tities, either under the auspices of NATO’s Reaction Force (NRF) or the EU’s

Headline Goal Force.19 However, there are sound plans and procurement pro-

grams at national levels, at bilateral and multilateral levels, at NATO, and at

the EU to assist in correcting these capability shortfalls.

The EU’s narrowly focused efforts in the security arena also are of-

ten mistakenly professed as being in competition with NATO or the United

States, when in fact the two organizations complement each other. One

merely needs to take into account the EU’s assumption of policing and peace-

keeping missions in the Balkans, its lead in the 2003 Congo crisis, and other

smaller missions around the world to recognize that these institutions mutu-

ally support each other’s efforts in advancing stability and security.20

In spite of these considerable achievements and continued undertak-

ings by the EU member states, we are still today some distance from resolving

Secretary Kissinger’s lament of having no one to call to speak to “Europe”

about the most pressing security concerns.21 This condition will likely persist

for some time, precisely because those issues of vital national interest are jus-

tifiably closely guarded by each sovereign European state. Whether or not

this somewhat anarchical state of affairs within Europe should be viewed as

positive or negative is beside the point, however. What is important is that one

needs to be cautious when categorizing politics, foreign policies, defense

spending, and even power as “European.” Even though the European states
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are making constant progress toward integration in these areas, all of these

competencies remain today largely at each state’s own discretion and are not

amalgamated at a supranational European level. Along these lines, one can

discuss the various aspects of French, German, or Dutch defense and security

policies with a high degree of authority; however, to attempt to do the same at

a “European” level could prove to be somewhat reckless. Simple descriptions

that do not accurately take into account the peculiarities that make up “project

Europe” invite misunderstandings and grave underestimations of the United

States’ most important and capable allies.

Diverging or Converging Security Interests?

Another concern of the widening capabilities gap is that the power

differences cause the United States and Europe to see the world differently.

According to Kagan, the power gap between the United States and Europe has

provided Europe and America with different outlooks on the world:

When the European great powers were strong, they believed in strength and

martial glory. Now they see the world through the eyes of weaker powers.

These very different points of view have naturally produced differing strategic

judgments, differing assessments of threats and of the proper means of address-

ing them, different calculations of interest, and differing perspectives on the

value and meaning of international law and international institutions.22

Yet a straightforward comparison of the European Security Strategy

with the US National Security Strategy quickly leads one to conclude that far

from seeing the world and its threats differently, Europe and America per-

ceive the world in quite similar fashion with its array of common threats.

Even the respective publics agree on the essential themes. The Chicago

Council on Foreign Relations survey of the European and American publics

revealed that they share similar views about the threats they face and how to

cope with them:

Contrary to talk about a growing transatlantic rift, the American and European

publics agree on many fundamental issues. . . . They have common views of

threats and of the distribution of power in the world. Both sides strongly support

a multilateral approach to international problems and the strengthening of multi-

lateral institutions. Majorities on both sides show a strong readiness to use mili-

tary force for a broad range of purposes, and support NATO and its expansion.23

Of course today’s complicatedly vague threats almost leave one

yearning for the simple days of the Cold War, when a single obvious Soviet

threat left both Europe and the United States with little choice other than co-

operation. But despite their ambiguous nature, today’s threats of terrorism,
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rogue or failed states, and weapons of mass destruction are clearly cited in

both Europe’s and the United States’ respective strategies as the primary

threats to security.

The relevance for each of these comparatively vague and asymmet-

rical threats in determining required strategies and military capabilities is

each distinct, and hence perceived with differing criticalities between allies.

While the United States tends to view these threats with a greater sense of ur-

gency, several European states do not see the immediacy of the threats—a

scenario somewhat reminiscent of times during the Cold War. Yet despite

these differences, the United States and Europe have forged ahead through

NATO to recognize the new threats, develop new strategies, and identify and

implement new programs and capabilities required to cope with them.24 From

both a military and a historical viewpoint, new threats have merely replaced

the old ones.

The Gap and a Division of Labor

Allegations of European capability shortfalls in defense are not new.

There is a long history of American demands for the Europeans to increase

their military capabilities. Continued shortfalls in capabilities accelerated after

the Cold War. European nations cashed in on their “peace dividends” to the

point that many Americans allege an irreparable gap was created, leaving Eu-

rope weak and incapable of fighting alongside its American allies. In this

weakened state, the argument goes, European nations have sought the refuge of

international laws, conventions, and organizations to influence world events.

On the surface this observation certainly seems logical: weak na-

tions shun the use of force and embrace international laws and conventions,

while those that are strong prefer to keep the full range of options available to

them for the implementation of foreign and security policies. But the problem

with this view is the underlying assumption that Europe is in fact weak. A

number of indicators are incorporated into this assertion. But most of these

indicators are in relation to or in comparison with the United States. If the

United States is the standard of measurement used in determining what na-

tions are weak or strong, then one could easily assert that every nation other

than the United States is weak.25

Consequently, using the United States as the yardstick to calculate a

state’s absolute military strength is deceptive, especially from a European

perspective. To the contrary, qualitative and quantitative comparisons of mil-

itary capabilities indicate that Europe is second only to the United States. The

resulting capabilities gap between the two pales in significance when one

considers they are allied with each other, are qualitatively compatible, and

have capabilities that complement the other’s shortfalls.
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From a quantitative perspective, the United States today commits re-

sources to defense that dwarf the resources committed by any other nation,

and its deployable forces far outnumber Europe’s. Past operations have con-

firmed the severe challenges Europeans face and an excessive reliance on

American capabilities to effectively deploy their own forces and conduct op-

erations. The terrorist attacks of September 2001 and the ensuing Global War

on Terrorism have ensured an accelerated divergence of defense budgets well

into the foreseeable future, which may cause one to wonder whether it is not

really a matter of the United States spending too much on defense, rather than

the Europeans spending too little.26

Collectively, Europeans have more men under arms, more main battle

tanks, and more artillery than the United States. They are near parity in fighter

aircraft and attack helicopters. While several European states possess forces

that are made up of nondeployable conscripts and still lack the sought-after

capabilities required for today’s forces to get to the battlefield and then to con-

duct and sustain combat operations (capabilities including strategic lift; air-

to-air refueling; precision-guided munitions [PGMs]; sustainment assets; and

command, control, communications, computers, intelligence, surveillance,

and reconnaissance [C4ISR] systems), quite a few European states possess

precisely those capabilities or have plans to acquire them. European states have

been making headway in many critical areas that should cause one to question

past affirmations of European feebleness. Assumed shortfalls in military airlift

capability continues to be touted as an example of Europe’s inability to get to
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Comparing Defense Expenditures

2004
Expenditures

in current
US dollars
($ billions)

Expressed
as a

percentage
of GDP

Percent
of the

world total

Number of
armed forces
(thousands)

United States 455.91 3.9 % 41 % 1,546

NATO Europe 240.11 1.9 % 21 % 2,352

China 84.30 1.5 % 7 % 2,255

Russia 61.50 4.4 % 5 % 1,027

Japan 45.15 1.0 % 4 % 260

World Total 1,119.27 2.5 % 100 % 19,970

Source: IISS, The Military Balance, 2006

Figure 1. Comparing defense expenditures, 2004.



the battlefield, yet a snapshot of lift assets suggests that the shortfall is not

as significant as Europe’s critics would have one believe. European states in

NATO cumulatively possess 681 military airlift platforms to the United States’

819.27 They are making progress in other areas as well, from unpiloted aerial

vehicles (UAVs) and PGMs to the network-centric communications assets re-

quired to use them effectively and in concert with their American allies.

However, merely counting dollars spent on defense or the number of

tanks, aircraft, and destroyers does not necessarily provide an accurate pic-

ture of the extent of the capability gap. Qualitative considerations are equally

important in appreciating the significance or insignificance of the gap. Quali-

tative comparisons confirm American dominance of the many cutting-edge

military and dual-use technologies, facilitated by an extremely competitive

and consolidated military industrial base, a leading information technology

sector, and strong government-backed research and development programs.

By definition, this dominance implies a gap of some sort. But even this tech-

nology gap is perhaps not as pronounced as some imply. European armies

possess, have access to, or are developing many of the same types of

high-tech equipment and munitions that are employed by the United States.28

The primary difference is that European states do not possess them in quanti-

ties comparable to the United States, and the scale of American programs is

often much larger than their European equivalents. From a technological

standpoint, Europe’s defense industries are capable of producing armaments

that are comparable to their American counterparts.29

Another equally important factor in the gap equation is the type of

capabilities required to ensure interoperability, thus enabling US and Euro-

pean forces to fight together. Jeffrey Bialos argues that American and Euro-

pean forces do not necessarily require the same types of capabilities to be

interoperable, but at a minimum they must be able to communicate with each

other via secure modes in order to exchange information. In this area the Eu-

ropeans are not too far behind, and the cost to invest in C4ISR systems is not

overburdening.30

Consequently, while there is an undeniable numerical gap in capa-

bilities that will invariably continue to grow, these disparities do not neces-

sarily prevent interoperability between American and European forces. If

these disparities in capabilities have caused anything, it is the establishment

of a de facto, albeit unclear, division of labor within the alliance and between

NATO and the EU, wherein the United States plays a leading role during

high-intensity phases of operations and European forces become more prom-

inent in the post-conflict phase. Regardless of concerns that such an arrange-

ment could create resentment and mistrust, that does not change the fact that

this is the essential nature of the alliance today. Heinz Gärtner suggests that in
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order to allay the possible ill feelings and further share risks and responsibili-

ties, the division of labor should be “qualified” and not clear-cut where “Eu-

ropeans do the peace and the Americans do the war.” With a qualified

division of labor, European states and the United States would maintain capa-

bilities across the security spectrum, but would tend to focus on the missions

where each has a comparative advantage—be it in the collection and distribu-

tion of intelligence, the employment of precision munitions, the deployment

of constabulary forces, or simple “boots on the ground.”

This capabilities-driven, qualified division of labor is already being

played out in Afghanistan and the Balkans. In Afghanistan, the United States

led initial combat operations to remove the Taliban and continues to have the

lead role in Operation Enduring Freedom, a Coalition effort with 22 nations

providing capabilities at the higher end of the warfighting continuum. Simul-

taneously, NATO commands a 36-nation International Security Assistance

Force (ISAF) that provides lower-end peacekeeping capabilities.31 We have

seen a similar scenario played out in the Balkans, where the United States ini-

tially provided the bulk of the combat power, but not at the exclusion of Euro-

pean combat forces.32 The EU has now taken over NATO missions in Bosnia as

the focus has shifted to those nation-building areas in which the Europeans

have considerable competence. This de facto division of labor grew out of a

military necessity precisely because of the capabilities gap. However, the gap

has not led to a noninteroperable, ineffective alliance; rather, we have seen a

logical migration of capability contributions based on relative strengths and a

partnership that recognizes the comparative advantages each side has to offer.

European Use of Force

Despite the quantitative gaps with the United States, Europeans nev-

ertheless possess a considerable military capability. Furthermore, they are un-

deniably willing to use it. Critics of European capabilities assert that since
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Number of Armed Forces in 2006

Active Reserves Total

European Union 1,780,598 2,689,579 4,470,177

NATO Europe 2,350,951 3,045,804 5,396,755

Europe Total 2,469,448 3,685,679 6,155,127

United States 1,546,372 956,202 2,502,574

Source: IISS, The Military Balance, 2006

Figure 2. Number of European armed forces, compared to the United States.



Europeans are weak, they are horrified by the thought of using military force.33

Yet European states have resorted to the use of force more in the last decade

than in any time during the Cold War, and nearly always in conjunction with

the United States: in Gulf Wars I and II, Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, Operation

Desert Fox again in Iraq, Kosovo, Macedonia, Afghanistan, and the Congo.

Europe’s alleged abandonment of power is cited as being due to its preference

for “soft” power, a preference for using forms of persuasion other than the use

of force or the threat of its use.34 Yet, in a speech at Harvard University, the

EU’s High Representative for CFSP, Javier Solana, recounted an interesting

vignette that challenges the “America as Mars, Europe as Venus” premise.

Just a few weeks ago in the middle of the Indian Ocean a rather daring military

operation took place. A ship was boarded from helicopters on the high seas. It

was carrying missiles from North Korea to Yemen. What happened? The lawyers

in another country got together and decided that the action was illegal and had to

be called off. Who were the people who boarded the ship? They were Europeans,

Spaniards as it happens. Who were those who insisted on the operation being

ended because of international legal norms? The United States government.35

This incident simply demonstrates that bold generalizations do not always re-

flect reality. In fact, nearly all agree that European states prefer soft power

over hard. But again, as the event above shows, Europe’s preference for soft

power is not at the exclusion of hard power. This is also true of preconcep-

tions about the United States being a warmongering, hegemonic power.

The argument that American military dominance makes the United

States more inclined to use force than its European counterparts is valid in cer-

tain circumstances. The availability of unique military capabilities definitely

provides the United States with a greater range of options.36 Certainly this argu-

ment could be made for those cases where the United States acted unilaterally:

Grenada, Panama, and cruise missile strikes against targets in Afghanistan and

Sudan. The American capacity to conduct such operations does increase the

probability that the United States will resort to force. Conversely, the probabil-

ity of Europeans conducting similar operations is reduced, but perhaps not so

much because they do not have the same capabilities, but because of a relative

lack of political consensus. As David Calleo writes, “Europe thus still remains

unable to focus effectively the military power that its states actually possess.”37

In other words, their hesitancy to employ force may not be because the Europe-

ans do not have the military means to engage or even because they lack the po-

litical will to engage, but because the immature nature of Europe’s CFSP and

ESDPand the nature of the EU itself do not facilitate such large-scale designs.

In combined combat operations with the United States, regardless of

the capabilities a state brings, the political decision to participate, by defini-
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tion, demonstrates a certain willingness on the part of European states to re-

sort to force and assists in dispelling the notion that Europeans abstain from

using force. Their relative capability deficiencies vis-à-vis the United States

do not necessarily make European states less inclined to conduct operations

with the United States and, as discussed above, recent history tends to support

this notion.

The conflict in Kosovo confirmed American dominance and is often

cited to point out the disparities in power between Europe and America. Euro-

pean critics take this one step further, suggesting that American willingness

to spend more in order to avoid casualties led to the investments in new tech-

nologies that permitted the accurate engagement of targets from safe dis-

tances. Accordingly, this development led to a technology gap that has made

the United States more willing to use force than European states. These critics

purport that since European states are unwilling to suffer casualties and alleg-

edly lack these same high-tech capabilities, they therefore would have “to

pay a bigger [human] price for launching any attack at all.”38 Yet, General

Wesley Clark provides firsthand insight that at certain times during the Koso-

vo crisis, the Europeans were more willing to commit forces than the United

States, despite the possibility of increased casualties.39 The goal of casualty

avoidance is shared by all, but as witnessed in Kosovo and elsewhere, it has

not automatically relegated Europe to the sidelines.

Conclusion

There is an undeniable gap in military capabilities between the Unit-

ed States and Europe, and it seems that it will only grow larger. What, then, is

the significance of this capabilities gap? Have the disparities in accessible

military might caused the members of the alliance to perceive threats differ-

ently and their security interests to diverge? Has the gap prevented US and

European forces from being interoperable? Are the differences in power so

pronounced that the United States’only choice is to go it alone? In a word, no.

It would seem, despite constant and consistent historical warnings to the con-

trary, the gap in capabilities is somewhat insignificant in some contexts and

exaggerated in others.

80 Parameters

“The actual differences of military capabilities

among the EU member states are as

stark as night and day.”



Acomparison of the National Security Strategy of the United States of

America with the European Security Strategy confirms that the United States

and the EU share common threats and strategies. Governments on both sides of

the Atlantic recognize that the implementation of the strategies along coopera-

tive lines and through multilateral institutions will be more successful than

each entity following its own strategies in isolation or unilaterally.

The capabilities gap also implies that the United States and Europe

need to continue to work together through the alliance and other cooperative

avenues if they want their forces to remain interoperable to their mutual bene-

fit. As opposed to overcoming inequities in the quantitative gap, restraining a

wider fissure in the technology gap is fiscally feasible and will help to ensure

interoperability. In addition, as European states have already expressed aspi-

rations for a military capability autonomous from NATO, their leaders should

follow through with defense reforms and commit resources in those areas

where there are recognized shortfalls as presented in the EU, in NATO, or

both. Again, the intent of investments in key capabilities is not to close the ca-

pabilities gap or to boost spending to what Americans might construe to be

“acceptable levels.” Rather, investments in these capabilities are essential to

further enable European forces, ensuring that NATO member states remain

interoperable and providing EU member states with the capacity to conduct

the full range of missions to which they’ve agreed.

Within NATO and between NATO and the EU, a de facto qualified

division of labor exists. Rather than bemoan this division of labor, leaders

should recognize it and modify strategies and plans accordingly. One could

argue that both organizations are already unofficially on this track, as demon-

strated by their flexible metamorphosis in attacking potential or existing se-

curity problems around the world, which only a few years ago would have

seemed unimaginable. The Riga NATO Summit scheduled for 28-29 Novem-

ber 2006 offers an excellent opportunity to recognize the particular skill sets

and resources of the member states, reemphasize the requirement to remain

interoperable, and in those areas where there are alliance-wide shortfalls, to

identify candidate capabilities for development as NATO collective assets.

The improbability of many European states committing more of

their treasuries toward defense suggests that capabilities will continue to di-

verge. While this is certainly not a desirable condition, it is far from being the

apocalyptic end of the alliance. The capabilities gap, while growing, has not

led to a dysfunctional alliance. Rather, Europe’s and America’s leaders con-

tinue to acknowledge the enormous value and importance of the transatlantic

partnership in advancing their shared values and facing their common threats.

Despite recent strains in European-American relations, NATO continues to

serve as a valuable organization that binds the allies together, providing the
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vehicle for continued cooperation. In this light, the military capabilities gap

between the United States and Europe, as it exists today, is not as significant

as many observers state or imply.
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Mind the Three Transatlantic Power Gaps: How a New
Framework Can Help Reinvent the Transatlantic
Relationship
by Stanley R. Sloan and Heiko Borchert*

The end of the brief “hot” war in Iraq and the accompanying transatlantic diplo-
matic conflict set the stage for a new and challenging period of U.S.–European
relations. The United States, its European allies, and the international commu-
nity more generally face complex and multifaceted rebuilding challenges: Iraq
needs to be rebuilt after the war that removed Saddam Hussein’s tyrannical
regime from power; the rift in transatlantic relations must be repaired; and the
United Nations needs to be rebuilt, and with it the core of international law reg-
ulating the use of force. Finally, the bond of trust between Washington and the
rest of the world needs to be rehabilitated, with a special focus on the kind of
role that the United States is going to play in the international system. 

Tackling this daunting agenda is hardly possible without the reinven-
tion of the transatlantic partnership. To this purpose, both sides need to pay
more attention to the various power gaps that are weakening their bonds. Based
on the notion of hard and soft power, we identify three power gaps that need to
be addressed. The first and probably best known is the hard-power gap, which
has been at the forefront of the transatlantic agenda since NATO’s intervention
in the Balkans in the mid-1990s. Put most simply, the hard-power gap is the
result of diverging threat assessments and spending patterns on both sides of the
Atlantic. Most recently, NATO has undertaken enormous efforts to address spe-
cific European shortcomings in this area. The European Union has introduced
new capability provision mechanisms to achieve its Helsinki Headline Goal,
and some European countries have begun to increase their defense budgets.
Furthermore, EU leaders have agreed to establish an agency for defense capa-
bilities development, research, acquisition, and armaments that will help
improve procurement efficiency.1 Although far from being accomplished, the
good news about the hard-power gap is that it has been identified as a shortcom-
ing. The same cannot yet be said about the remaining two power gaps.

Second, there is a soft-power gap. Soft power, according to Joseph

* Stanley R. Sloan is Director of the Atlantic Community Initiative and a Visiting Scholar at
Middlebury College in Vermont. Heiko Borchert heads a political and business consultancy in
Switzerland. Both work for Strategy Consulting Partners and Associates (SCPA) LLC, a transat-
lantic consultancy. This paper is a modified and updated version of: Stanley R. Sloan and Heiko
Borchert, “The Soft Power Solution: U.S.–European Relations in and Beyond Europe,” in OSZE-
Jahrbuch 2003, ed. Institut für Friedensforschung und Sicherheitspolitik an der Universität
Hamburg/IFSH (Baden-Baden: Nomos, forthcoming).

1 Presidency Conclusions, Thessaloniki European Council, 19–20 June 2003, para. 65; available at
http://ue.eu.int/pressData/en/ec/76279.pdf (accessed 28 June 2003).
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Nye, is a nation’s (or a group of nations’) ability to influence events based on
cultural attraction, ideology, and international institutions.2 The soft-power gap
is not the result of a lack of capabilities on either side of the Atlantic. Rather it
stems from a growing proclivity of the transatlantic partners to use their soft-
power resources against each other in what seems to have become a rather fruit-
less soft-power rivalry. This “gap in the minds” is even more alarming than the
wake-up call to “mind the gap” with regard to diverging hard-power capabili-
ties.3

Creative utilization of soft and hard-power resources in tandem is
essential if the transatlantic partners are to deal effectively with today’s securi-
ty challenges. Soft power can help legitimize hard power. Although hard power
is most essential to win wars, and often to give credibility to strategic choices,
soft power is all the more important to winning and preserving the peace. Soft
power is the very prerequisite for trust among people and states. Without trust,
a stable international order cannot be built and sustained. Today, however, soft
power and hard power are rarely seen as two sides of the same coin. Europe
clearly is all too quick to shun military might (of which it has little), and is too
dependent on soft power (with which it is well endowed). Europe’s hard power
deficit, however, undermines the gravitas of European diplomacy, particularly
in dealing with its superpower ally. This is part of the problem. The other part
of the problem is that U.S. approaches to soft-power policy are all too often the
neglected stepchild in U.S. responses to international challenges.

The third power gap is that between the Euro-Atlantic hard and soft-
power capabilities on the one hand and the cooperative and institutional struc-
tures available to integrate these capabilities on the other. Existing institutions
of transatlantic dialogue have reached their limits of usefulness.4 No institution
rivals NATO’s ability to address the military aspects of today’s security chal-
lenges and to pave the ground for inter-operability among the countries of the
Euro-Atlantic area. However, the Alliance is less well suited to address the non-
military challenges of the twenty-first century. Given the need to address the
broader political agenda, the platform for U.S.–EU dialogue has grown in
importance with regard to addressing security issues, such as prohibiting the
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and fighting terrorism.
However, this institutional dichotomy is detrimental to the efficient and effec-
tive handling of the new security risks. There is thus an urgent need to comple-
ment existing transatlantic institutions with a new framework that helps over-
come the second power gap identified above.

2 Joseph S. Nye, Bound to Lead: The Changing Nature of American Power (New York: Basic
Books, 1990).

3 David C. Gompert, Richard L. Kugler, and Martin C. Libicki, Mind the Gap: Promoting a
Transatlantic Revolution in Military Affairs (Washington, D.C.: National Defense University, 1999).

4 For a similar argument, see James B. Steinberg, “An Elective Partnership: Salvaging Transatlantic
Relations” Survival 45:2 (2003): 113–146, particularly 125–130.
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As we will argue, the signing of a new Atlantic Community Treaty and
the establishment of a new Atlantic Community Treaty Organization would
address this problem by providing an umbrella that covers the hard and soft-
power capabilities of the transatlantic partners (as well as the candidate coun-
tries) while leaving unchanged the existing competencies of NATO and the EU.
The added value of this new body is two-fold. First, by bridging the hard and
soft-power divide, the new framework will facilitate joint assessments of threats
and opportunities. Both perspectives need to be taken into account at the assess-
ment level in order to avoid a bias in favor of one or the other at the level of
implementation. Second, the new institution will facilitate the adoption of con-
certed strategies and actions to address the threats and opportunities identified,
thus providing a kind of “strategic guidance” for action by NATO, the EU, and
other Euro-Atlantic institutions. 

Because the hard-power gap has been well researched, the remainder of
this essay looks at the existing soft-power gap and the need to blend hard and soft
power more effectively. To begin, we look at existing U.S. and European sources
of soft power. Then we turn to the new Atlantic Community Treaty and the
Atlantic Community Treaty Organization as a proposal to mute the transatlantic
soft-power rivalry. We illustrate the value of this proposal by addressing some key
international issues. Our conclusion discusses the necessary steps that each part-
ner will have to undertake in order to reinvigorate the transatlantic partnership.

U.S. Soft Power: The Diminishing Preparedness of Being Locked In

As John Gerard Ruggie has argued, the most important aspect of the interna-
tional order after World War II was not U.S. hegemony, but the fact that the
hegemon was American.5 This meant that the United States decided to cooper-
ate with its allies rather than dominating them, that Washington agreed to tame
its power by being locked in to multilateral organizations, and that its political
system was open to interference from its allies, thus offering them the opportu-
nity to influence U.S. decision-making.6 As a result, Washington’s leadership
had to do with power, both hard and soft, but it did not solely rest on it. Rather,

5 John Gerard Ruggie, “Multilateralism: The Anatomy of an Institution,” in Multilateralism
Matters. The Theory and Praxis of an Institutional Form, ed. John Gerard Ruggie (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1993), 31.

6 G. John Ikenberry, “Rethinking the Origins of American Hegemony,” Political Science Quarterly
104:3 (1989): 375–400; G. John Ikenberry, “Creating Yesterday’s New World Order: Keynesian
‘New Thinking’ and the Anglo-American Postwar Settlement,” in Ideas and Foreign Policy:
Beliefs, Institutions, and Political Change, eds. Judith Goldstein and Robert O. Keohane (Ithaca,
NY: Cornell University Press, 1993), 57–86; G. John Ikenberry, After Victory: Institutions,
Strategic Restraint, and the Rebuilding of Order After Major Wars (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2001); Peter F. Cowhey, “Elect Locally–Order Globally. Domestic Politics and
Multilateral Cooperation,” in Multilateralism Matters, 157–200; Thomas Risse-Kappen,
Cooperation among Democracies. The European Influence on U.S. Foreign Policy (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1995).
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as James MacGregor Burns has argued, leadership is inseparable from follow-
ers’ needs and goals.7 Leadership is an interactive process where the leader is
followed because he is able to convince the followers. By listening to and car-
ing about the opinion of its allies, the United States managed to base its leader-
ship – and, therefore, the nature of its following – on persuasion and normative
consensus, or soft power. However, when the leader neglects to bring its soft
power into play in support of military actions, would-be followers often take the
first chance to deviate.8 This is exactly what has happened in recent years, and
what led to the most recent transatlantic crisis over Iraq.

Unilateralism – whether in the rough form deployed by the current
Bush Administration or in the more occasional, cushioned, and velvet form of
the Clinton Administration – is a clear sign of a shifting balance between
reliance on hard and soft power in U.S. foreign policy. Crude hard-power poli-
tics provokes criticism and resistance because it directly puts at risk the inter-
national consensus around “embedded liberalism” and the value of internation-
al institutions.9 First, the neo-conservative ideology of a hard power-based for-
eign policy has increased the United States’ preparedness to go it alone and to
question core assumptions of the international order built after 1945 (e.g., the
preemptive use of force vs. the UN Charter). This tendency came to the fore
across a range of different international issues, ranging, inter alia, from the U.S.
refusal to ratify the Kyoto protocol or the statute of the International Criminal
Court, to increasing tariffs for imported goods to protect the U.S. steel industry,
to the extraterritorial application of the Sarbanes-Oxley act, which toughens
U.S. accounting standards. Second, statements like “the mission defines the
coalition” can be interpreted as a farewell to the long-standing U.S. support for
a multilateral framework. In an extreme but telling judgment, William Pfaff has
argued that the Bush Administration “envisages a world run by the United
States, backed by as many states as will sign on to support it but not interfere.”
Therefore it wants separate coalitions for each task so that no one can veto U.S.
policies.10 If bypassing international organizations becomes the rule rather than
the exception, international relations of the twenty-first century will be funda-
mentally altered and could increasingly resemble the international order of the
nineteenth century, driven by the balance of power. 

In the long run this tendency undermines the attractiveness of the U.S.
political, cultural, and societal model, thereby threatening the core of U.S. soft

7 James MacGregor Burns, Leadership (New York: Harper & Row, 1997).
8 Andrew Fenton Cooper, Richard A. Higgot, and Kim Richard Nossal, “Bound to Follow?

Leadership and Followership in the Gulf Conflict,” Political Science Quarterly 106:3 (1991):
391–410; 398ff.

9 John Gerard Ruggie, “Embedded Liberalism and the Postwar Economic Regimes,” in
Constructing the World Polity. Essays on International Institutionalization, ed. John Gerard
Ruggie, (New York: Routledge, 1998), 62–84.

10 William Pfaff, “Bush’s new global order will generate resistance,” International Herald Tribune,
17 April 2003, 6.
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power. International public opinion polls conducted in the aftermath of the war
on Iraq clearly underline this danger. According to a study conducted by the
Pew Research Center, the percentage of people that somewhat or very much
disapprove of the U.S. increased markedly in Italy, whose government support-
ed the war (to 38 percent in May 2003 from 23 percent in summer 2002), in
France (57 percent vs. 34 percent), and Germany (54 percent vs. 35 percent).
The same study also highlights a growing preparedness of these countries’ pop-
ulations to loosen NATO’s ties to the U.S. Equally alarming is the drop in
approval for the U.S. in the Arab world. The most extreme shift was seen in
NATO member and U.S. ally Turkey, where more than 80 percent (vs. 55 per-
cent in summer 2002) have an unfavorable opinion of the United States.11 In
line with these figures, John Paden and Peter Singer report that U.S. schools,
universities, and academic institutions are already complaining that application
rates from international students are falling, while other English-speaking coun-
tries are beginning to market their educational systems as alternatives to the
United States. At a time when transnational links are becoming ever more
important, the United States risks the weakening of its bridgeheads to vital
international communities such as the Muslim world.12

European Soft Power: More than the Result of Hard Power Deficiencies

Tensions about U.S. leadership and the uncertainty about the course of U.S. for-
eign policy in the future have put more focus on the soft-power – and so far, to
a lesser extent, the hard-power – capabilities of the EU. The EU’s soft-power
approach rests on the assumption that the law of the strongest can be success-
fully replaced by the strength of the law. Thanks in part to the provision of secu-
rity by the United States, the transfer of sovereignty – and with it the adherence
to soft power, rather than the build-up of hard-power capabilities – has become
Europe’s preferred path.

Europe’s preference for rules-based politics is not, as Robert Kagan
has argued, simply a result of its lack of hard power.13 Rather it is the outcome
of its history and its political complexity. As William Wallace has pointed out,
“Europe’s inclination to highly regulated politics can be explained by the den-
sity of Europe’s population, the vulnerability of its ecology, and the penetrabil-
ity of its frontiers. The lighter approach to governance in the United States fol-

11 Meg Bortin, “In war’s wake, hostility and mistrust,” International Herald Tribune, 4 June 2003,
1, 6. The report “Views of a Changing World 2003” is available at http://people-
press.org/reports/display.php3?ReportID=185 (accessed 28 June 2003).

12 John N. Paden and Peter W. Singer, “America Slams the Door (On Its Foot),” Foreign Affairs 83:3
(2003): 8–14. For a more detailed account of the role of U.S. schools in building cultural ties, see
John Waterbury, “Hate Your Policies, Love Your Institutions,” Foreign Affairs 82:1 (2003): 58–69.

13 Robert Kagan, “Power and Weakness,” Policy Review 113 (2002): 3–28; available at
http://www.policyreview.org/JUN02/kagan.html (accessed 21 April 2003).
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lows from its open spaces and its continental position.”14 This experience has
led to different interpretations of sovereignty. The U.S. understanding of sover-
eignty is bound to the state’s monopoly of power over a territory and the uncon-
tested rule of the national constitution and national political authorities. A kind
of “super-Gaullism,” this interpretation increases the United States’ room for
maneuver.15 Furthermore, in the fight against terrorism, Washington is increas-
ingly prepared to subordinate concerns over interference in the sovereignty of
other states to opportunities to combat emerging threats.16 EU member states,
by contrast, adhere to a post-modern understanding of sovereignty. They “allow
outside interference in their domestic affairs because they get something in
return: influence on a supranational level of governance.”17 As a consequence,
there is a distinct European approach to security that rests not only on the use
of non-military instruments to deal with security problems but also on adher-
ence to multilateralism and rule-orientation, a network-centric approach to
international politics, and close cooperation with non-state actors to tackle
today’s security policy challenges. In sum, the EU offers a unique soft-power
model that has so far not been offered by other states or multi-state organiza-
tions.18

U.S. and European Soft Power: Combine, Don’t Compete

With two distinct forms and sources of soft power, and with the recent experience
of the war on Iraq fresh in the global memory, the scene looks set for a potential
soft-power rivalry between Europe and the United States.19 At least from a
European point of view, exporting an alternative soft-power model looks like a
tempting proposition. Some European states have traditional political and cultur-
al bonds with many of today’s pockets of crisis. The EU’s emphasis on multilat-
eralism and international institutions and the importance EU members give to pre-
ventive diplomacy and international development aid could be used to position the
EU as an alternative power center (of both kinds) to the United States. Therefore
it comes as no surprise that some people in Brussels and other European capitals
are increasingly willing to combine these aspects via the European Security and
Defense Policy (ESDP) in an effort to counterbalance Washington. 

14 William Wallace, “Europe, the Necessary Partner,” Foreign Affairs 80:3 (2001): 16–34; 29–30.
15 Adam Roberts, “Law and the Use of Force After Iraq,” Survival 45:2 (2003): 31–56; 52.
16 Steinberg, “An Elective Partnership,” 119.
17 Hans-Henrik Holm and Georg Sorensen, “International Relations Theory in a World of

Variation,” in Whose World Order? Uneven Globalization and the End of the Cold War, eds.
Hans-Henrik Holm and Georg Sorensen (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1995), 204.

18 Jolyon Howorth, European Integration and Defence: The Ultimate Challenge (Paris: WEU
Institute for Security Studies, 2000), 88–91. A similar argument is developed by Hans-Georg
Ehrhart in What Model for CFSP? (Paris: WEU Institute for Security Studies, 2002).

19 Charles Kupchan, The End of the American Era: U.S. Foreign Policy After the Cold War (New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2002).
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However, nothing would be more damaging to the fate of the transat-
lantic relationship and long-term international stability than this. Philip Gordon
is right to argue that Americans and Europeans must not “allow the prospect of
a transatlantic divorce to turn into a self-fulfilling prophesy,” because “no two
regions of the world have more in common nor have more to lose if they fail to
stand together.”20 Instead of entering into a useless “beauty contest” on who has
the best soft power, Americans and Europeans should join forces in launching a
new initiative to reinvent the transatlantic relationship. The international com-
munity needs the “transatlantic couple” to hammer out solutions to the most
pressing global challenges in tandem with other leading nations and internation-
al organizations.21

At the core of this new initiative lies the reinvigoration of the transat-
lantic community of values through the development of a new Atlantic
Community Treaty.22 The purpose of this treaty would be to

promote mutually beneficial political, economic, and securi-
ty cooperation at all levels of intergovernmental and multina-
tional interaction among them [the parties of the treaty] and
[to] particularly ensure the effective collaboration between
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the
European Union (EU) in areas of mutually reinforcing activ-
ity.23

Following this statement of purpose, the new treaty would have two
goals. Politically, it would shift the focus away from those issues that divide the
transatlantic partners to that they have in common. Functionally, the treaty,
incorporating all NATO and European Union members, would create a soft-
power framework of cooperation to complement the hard-power frameworks of
NATO and the ESDP. 

Operations of a new Atlantic Community Treaty (soft-power)
Organization (ACTO) could include twice-yearly summit meetings among all
members of NATO and the European Union as well as all countries recognized

20 Philip H. Gordon, “Bridging the Atlantic Divide,” Foreign Affairs 82:3 (2003): 70–83; quoted
passages at 79, 83.

21 Similarly, Andrew Moravcsik refers to complementarity, not conflict, as the new transatlantic
watchword. See: Andrew Moravcsik, “Striking a New Transatlantic Bargain,” Foreign Affairs
82:4 (2003): 74–90, especially 81–88.

22 These arguments build on Stanley R. Sloan, NATO, the European Union and the Atlantic
Community. The Transatlantic Bargain Reconsidered (Latham: Rowman and Littlefield, 2003),
217–227; Stanley R. Sloan, “Challenges to the Transatlantic Partnership,” In the National
Interest, 12 March 2003; available at
http://www.inthenationalinterest.com/Articles/vol2issue10/vol2issue10sloan.html
(accessed 30 May 2003).

23 Sloan, NATO, the European Union and the Atlantic Community, 221.
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as candidates for membership in those two bodies. The meetings could be
scheduled in conjunction with the regular NATO and EU summits and would
supplant the current U.S.–EU summit meetings. The summit framework could
be supported by a permanent council to discuss issues as they develop between
summit sessions, and by working groups that meet as needed.24 To give the
Community a representative dimension, the NATO Parliamentary Assembly
could be transformed into the Atlantic Community Assembly, including repre-
sentatives from all member states in the Community, with the mandate to study
and debate the entire range of issues in the transatlantic relationship. In order to
frame a common understanding of how to tackle tomorrow’s challenges, the
Atlantic Community Assembly should cooperate closely with the Parliamentary
Assembly of the EU and that of the Organization for Security and Cooperation
in Europe (OSCE).

To help reduce institutional overlap and heavy meeting schedules for
transatlantic officials, all items currently on the U.S.–EU agenda could be trans-
ferred to the new forum, covering virtually all aspects of transatlantic relations
and including all countries with interests in the relationship, unlike the more
narrow U.S.–EU consultations. When specific U.S.–EU issues arise, they could
be handled in bilateral U.S.–EU negotiations. Atlantic Community institutions
could be established in or near Brussels to facilitate coordination with NATO
and EU institutions.

At the same time, it might be beneficial to address the forms of coor-
dination between the new institution and the OSCE and the United Nations. The
OSCE should be strengthened as the body that would bring together the mem-
bers of the new Atlantic Community and all the other states of the Eurasian
region that do not qualify for or do not seek Atlantic Community membership,
including (most importantly) Russia and Ukraine. To that end, all relevant func-
tions of the Euro-Atlantic Partnership Council (EAPC) (whose agenda is at any
rate hard to distinguish from the OSCE) could be shifted to the OSCE. The main
responsibility of the OSCE would be to deepen collective security among its
participants and help build peace and cooperation across the continent through
confidence building and arms control measures, early warning, conflict preven-
tion, crisis management, and post-conflict rehabilitation activities. Such a step
would consolidate Europe’s institutional architecture and strengthen the remain-
ing organizations.

With regard to the UN, the new Atlantic Community Treaty
Organization should not be interpreted as a “concert of powers” established to
sideline the world organization. Rather, the new transatlantic institution can
make a three-fold contribution to the UN and the international community.
First, if the transatlantic partners that currently contribute four of the five per-

24 Steinberg makes a similar request for “ongoing transatlantic deliberative committees on priority
policy issues that can function as the transatlantic equivalent of the interagency process”; “An
Elective Partnership,” 139.
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manent members of the UN Security Council can use the new framework effec-
tively to harmonize their position on international issues of peace and security,
they will greatly advance the effectiveness of the world organization’s key deci-
sion-making body. Second, direct contacts between the working groups of the
new Atlantic Community Treaty Organization and the UN’s special organiza-
tions can facilitate cooperation if they help to bridge the gap between political
declarations and the requirements of implementation. Finally, the new body can
work effectively with organizations and countries from other regions of the
world, thereby avoiding the impression of a “transatlantic fortress” in the mak-
ing. 

Approaching problems and issues from the broad perspective offered
by an Atlantic Community framework would open up possibilities for the dis-
cussion of issues that are debated unofficially among allied representatives at
NATO but are not within NATO’s formal mandate. In an Atlantic Community
forum, there would be a better opportunity for a dynamic problem-solving syn-
ergy to develop when issues can be put on the table in their full complexity.
However, a new Atlantic Community would embrace, not replace, NATO in the
overall framework of transatlantic relations. Because it would be a cooperative
and not an integrative forum, it would not threaten the “autonomy” of the EU
or undermine NATO’s Article V collective defense commitment. In fact, it
could help bridge the current artificial gap between NATO discussions of secu-
rity policy and U.S.–EU consultations on economic issues, which have impor-
tant overlapping dimensions. Because an Atlantic Community would encourage
members to address issues that NATO currently does not tackle, the new struc-
ture would provide added value beyond those modalities offered by the tradi-
tional alliance. It might also provide some additional options for shaping “coali-
tions of the willing” to deal with new security challenges in cases where using
the NATO framework may not be acceptable to all allies, and where action
could be blocked by a single dissenting member.

Elements of a New Atlantic Community Consensus

Given the most recent transatlantic rift, reinvigorating common bonds is an end
in itself. But, of course, it is not enough. The United States and its European
friends and allies need to address a number of issues that will be key to transat-
lantic relations and to international cooperation and stability.

Terrorism, Failed States, and Development

It has been widely argued that the terrorist attacks of September 11 have funda-
mentally changed U.S. foreign and security policy, while Europe has continued
to implement its pre-attack agenda. Although there is a fair point in this argu-
ment, things are beginning to change rapidly. In mid-2003, the EU adopted a
series of documents that underline an increasing awareness of terrorism’s strate-
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gic importance and a convergence in the threat assessment. The draft of the new
EU security strategy, for example, lists terrorism along with the proliferation of
WMD, failed states, and organized crime as a key threat to international securi-
ty. In addition, the draft European constitution explicitly refers to the fight
against terrorism as a specific task of the ESDP and foresees a new “solidarity
clause,” under which member states that have become the victim of armed
aggression shall inform other states and may request aid and assistance from
them. Furthermore, the EU declaration on non-proliferation of WMD issued in
June envisages, as an instrument of last resort, the application of coercive meas-
ures in accordance with the UN Charter.25

Despite these signs of change, Europe and the U.S. continue to look at
terrorism from two different perspectives.26 While Western European states gen-
erally emphasize the causes of terrorism, such as bad governance, underdevel-
opment, and authoritarian rule, the U.S. focuses on the consequences by illumi-
nating the link between terrorism, failed states, and WMD proliferation. To
address terrorism successfully, the EU and the U.S. will have to move simulta-
neously at all three levels of Joseph Nye’s famous “chess board” – i.e., at the
level of military, economic, and transnational relations.27 To accomplish this
task, the new Atlantic Community Treaty Organization provides a valuable
framework that will help blend both perspectives. By framing the broad strate-
gic framework, the new institution thus provides the missing link that has so far
prevented Europe and the United States from addressing the root causes and the
long-term consequences of terrorism in a collaborative manner.

Two examples illustrate the value of the new body in this area. First, if
there had been an Atlantic Community Council in September 2001, it could
immediately have established working groups to address all aspects of the cam-
paign against sources of international terror. The North Atlantic Council would
not have been required to wait for the Atlantic Community Council to act, and
could have invoked Article V on September 12, just as it did. However, in the
meantime, discussions in the Atlantic Community Council could have been
coordinating the response of police authorities in Community countries, dis-
cussing actions to cut off sources of financial support to terrorists, developing
public diplomacy themes to accompany military and diplomatic action, and
beginning consideration of long-term strategies designed to undermine support

25 “A Secure Europe in a Better World,” S0138/03, 20 June 2003, 4–6; available at
http://ue.eu.int/pressdate/EN/reports/76255.pdf (accessed 28 June 2003); Articles III-205, III-
209, Draft Constitution, Volume II, CONV 802/03, Brussels, 12 June 2003; available at
http://european-convention.eu.int/docs/Treaty/cv00802.en03.pdf (accessed 28 June 2003);
Declaration on non-proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, Annex II, Presidency
Conclusions, Thessaloniki European Council, 19–20 June 2003, para. 4; available at
http://ue.eu.int/pressData/en/ec/76279.pdf (accessed 28 June 2003).

26 Ivo H. Daalder, “The End of Atlanticism,” Survival 45:2 (2003): 147–166; 158.
27 Joseph S. Nye, The Paradox of American Power. Why the World’s Only Superpower Can’t Go It

Alone (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 39.
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for terrorist activities and address its causes. Second, the recent “Winning the
Peace Act” introduced by U.S. Senators John Edwards, Jack Reed, and Pat
Roberts is a promising sign of the potential to harmonize U.S. and European
peace-building activities and the treatment of failing states.28 The Act aims at
strengthening U.S. capabilities in the fields of security and public safety, justice,
governance, and economic and social well-being. As the initiative targets the
same focus areas that also constitute the core of the ESDP’s civilian activities,
it opens the door for harmonizing the respective security concepts and jointly
developing the relevant resources. Both could be achieved under the umbrella
of the new Atlantic Community Treaty Organization.

Debate New International Rules

With the U.S.–U.K. attack on Iraq, the door to a new world order has been
pushed wide open, but the jury deliberating on the basic principles of that new
order is still out. Most important is the question of whether the preemptive use
of force – as outlined in the United States National Security Strategy – will pre-
vail as a viable strategy, or whether the members of the new Atlantic
Community will be willing to abide by the international rule of law in the sense
of the UN Charter, which some now describe as dead.29

Supporters and opponents of a reform of the UN Charter’s ban on the
use of force both make effective points. Supporters, mostly from the United
States, say that the drafters of the UN Charter did not foresee the new kind of
transnational and asymmetrical threats and the advent of non-state actors. Given
the new capabilities to exercise violence on a worldwide scale anytime and any-
where, it is no longer adequate to wait for an attack to happen; rather, power
should be used preemptively.30

By contrast, opponents argue that the alternatives presented so far to
replace the concept of “imminent threat” as a justification for preemptive mili-
tary action are vague on all accounts – i.e., with regard to defining the circum-
stances, the objects, and the means of the preemptive use of force.31

Furthermore, they convincingly argue that a return of an opportunistic and
extensive use of the “right of self defense” will lead international relations back

28 John Edwards, “Winning the Peace,” In the National Interest, 25 June 2003; available at
http://www.inthenationalinterest.com/Articles/Vol2Issue25/Vol2Issue25Edwards.html (accessed
30 June 2003)

29 For a powerful obituary for the UN Security Council, see Michael J. Glennon, “Why the Security
Council Failed,” Foreign Affairs 82:3 (2003): 16–35.

30 “The National Security Strategy of the United States of America,” September 2002, 15; available
at http://www.whitehouse.gov/nsc/nss.pdf (accessed 28 June 2003). For a cautious approach that
labels the preemptive use of force politically unwise, although it may be lawful, see: Anthony
Clark Arend, “International Law and the Preemptive Use of Military Force,” Washington
Quarterly 26:2 (2003): 89–103.

31 For more on this, see Roberts, “Law and the Use of Force After Iraq,” 45–49.



THE QUARTERLY JOURNAL

46

to where it came from: a security dilemma in which uncertainty prevails. 
With the intervention in Kosovo (1999) and the war in Iraq (2003),

members of the Atlantic Community have created two strong cases that deviate
from the traditional understanding of the use of force. Therefore, they should
initiate and lead a discussion on the future of international law in general and
the use of force in particular. This debate should aim at finding new internation-
al rules for the use of force by taking into account the nature of new risks and
strengthening, not bypassing, the role of the UN Security Council. By conduct-
ing this debate within the framework of the UN, the members of the Atlantic
Community would send a powerful signal to the world that they remain com-
mitted to playing by a system of internationally accepted rules, as long as other
nations and groups are willing to do so.

Strengthen International Institutions

By creating a new Atlantic Community soft-power organization, the transat-
lantic allies would already have made a powerful case in favor of international
cooperation. This should be backed by sustained efforts to make existing insti-
tutions more flexible and to provide them with resources commensurate with
their tasks. By strengthening and advancing cooperation among themselves,
each international organization can make a powerful contribution to advance
the soft-power agenda. 

It goes without saying that the UN is the preeminent platform to debate
all issues pertinent to the establishment of a new world order. Most important
in this regard is the fact that the UN has recently embarked on promising ways
to strengthen global governance by working more closely with non-state actors
such as non-governmental organizations and multi-national corporations.
Opening the international arena to civil society is one of the strongest tools to
strengthen soft power in the long run. 

At the core of the transatlantic relationship, the long-standing dichoto-
my between NATO and the EU could be overcome by establishing the new
Atlantic Community Treaty Organization. As discussed above, this new organ-
ization would benefit from blending existing hard and soft power capabilities.
The OSCE should continue to play an important role, because most of its field
activities address the root causes of soft power, such as the establishment of
democratic principles and institutions. Furthermore, the OSCE’s presence in
such important areas as the Caucasus and Central Asia make it extremely well
positioned to help the Atlantic Community Treaty Organization stabilize these
potential seats of crisis in a coherent and concerted way.

Finally, international financial and trade institutions must be viewed as
the instruments through which soft power can bear economic fruits. To this end,
the international trade and financial architecture needs to be further developed
by paying more attention, inter alia, to the crucial mutual dependencies



VOL. II, NO. 3, SEPTEMBER 03

47

between the transition to a market economy and the necessary cultural and soci-
etal adaptations32; the relationship between trade liberalization and security pol-
icy (e.g., terrorists seem to have benefited from the liberalization of financial
and telecommunication markets); as well as intellectual property rights, health
issues, and regional development (e.g., the role of pharmaceutical firms in pro-
viding AIDS treatment to the developing world).

Expand the Role of Cultural Diplomacy

A key instrument in socialization and the construction of a common heritage,
cultural diplomacy has diminished in importance since the end of the Cold
War.33 But the value of culture as a means of forging trust has been rediscovered
recently in the form of so called “hearts and minds campaigns” especially tar-
geted at the Muslim world. However, it is simply not enough to use these cam-
paigns as mere one-off solutions to convince people that, for instance, falling
bombs are not directed at them but at their leaders. In dealing with the countries
that have so far not benefited from the “Western model” and thus tend to oppose
it, cultural knowledge is indispensable to understanding the complexities of
these societies. Compared with other policy instruments, cultural exchange pro-
grams, education and training, and other forms of cultural diplomacy are
extremely cheap, but yield a high long-term return by broadening our under-
standing and forging personal ties. For this reason, Atlantic Community mem-
bers should come up with a soft-power culture strategy that identifies ways of
opening our culture to other peoples and entering into sustained dialogue with
them. Existing international cooperation schemes for key areas such as the
Mediterranean region should be harmonized; budgets and the existing infra-
structure of embassies, cultural foundations, and even trade associations could
be developed cooperatively in order to yield maximum benefit for all partici-
pants; and civil society networks at home and abroad should be actively
engaged and strengthened.34

The Age of Coziness is Over – Now Comes the Hard Work

“For the first time since the 1940s,” French security expert François Heisbourg

32 Michael Mosseau, “Market Civilization and Its Clash with Terror,” International Security 27:3
(2002–3): 5–29.

33 For a discussion of one recent example, the impressive photograph exhibition “After September
11: Images from Ground Zero,” see Liam Kennedy, “Remembering September 11: Photography
as Cultural Diplomacy,” International Affairs 79:2 (2003): 315–326.

34 The OSCE’s Mediterranean Partners for Cooperation include Algeria, Egypt, Israel, Jordan,
Morocco, and Tunisia. NATO’s Mediterranean dialogue covers the same countries and also
includes Mauritania. The EU’s Barcelona Process includes the OSCE’s partner countries and the
Palestinian Authority, Lebanon, Syria, Turkey, Cyprus, and Malta. In addition, the EU maintains
a complementary Middle East Peace Process and relations with Middle Eastern countries in the
Gulf region.
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argues, “we have no shared visions of international governance [and] no com-
mon defense strategy.”35 At this stage of transatlantic relations, as mutual antag-
onisms still simmer across the Atlantic, it will thus be difficult to begin the
process of enhancing the framework for transatlantic cooperation. Although we
see no “hidden hand” that will automatically steer the transatlantic couple
toward a bright common future, we remain optimistic with regard to their abil-
ity to overcome the rift. Solving the current differences is a hard sell, but it will
be facilitated by some long-term trends. 

On the one hand, the American people do not want and will not sup-
port U.S. policies whose consequences include responsibility for post-war
reconstruction wherever U.S. forces intervene to defeat dictators or ferret out
terrorists. Likewise, the implementation of legitimate foreign policy goals –
such as fostering democracy, the rule of law, and human rights – through ille-
gitimate means can ultimately cause what the National Security Strategy seeks
to avoid: the emergence of a new power center to rival the United States.36 The
best way to share the burdens of maintaining international peace and stability
and to secure international legitimacy is to work with like-minded allies. In
spite of recent differences, the European members of NATO and the members
of the EU are the closest thing the United States will find to “like-minded”
nations anywhere in the world. Despite their shortcomings, international organ-
izations remain the most effective tools for fostering broad international con-
sensus and legitimacy and orchestrating international actions (e.g., harmonizing
anti-terrorist activities, defining and monitoring standards for cooperation, sup-
porting and facilitating the rebuilding of failed states) that are in the U.S. long-
term interest.37

On the other hand, the process of building Europe will continue, but
the varied European reactions to the war against Iraq demonstrate how diverse
Europe remains. Europe cannot be successfully constructed within a framework
of transatlantic discord. Successful construction of a more united Europe will be
possible only in the context of a functional transatlantic relationship. There can
be no doubt that European nations will have to substantially rethink the EU’s
foreign, security, and defense policy to come up with consistent concepts to
address the new security challenges of the twenty-first century. The lesson to be
learned from the recent rift over Iraq, however, is not that Europe should
advance these alternatives as a counterweight against Washington, but that the
two parties should discuss and develop them together.

And so the bottom line for both the United States and Europe is that

35 François Heisbourg, “How the West Could Be Won,” Survival 44:4 (2002–3): 145–155; 153.
36 Thomas Risse-Kappen, “Es gibt keine Alternative! USA und EU müssen ihre Beziehungen neu

justieren” [There is no alternative. U.S. and EU must readjust their relationship], Internationale
Politik 58:6 (2003): 9–18; 16.

37 Mats Berdal, “The UN Security Council: Ineffective but Indispensable,” Survival 45:2 (2003):
7–30, especially 20–25.
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they must find a way to move on. On the European side, a greater willingness
to see the advantages of hard-power capabilities must be combined with
increased resources to create hard-power options, or at least the possibility for
European nations to contribute to hard-power solutions. On the American side,
the United States needs to find a better balance between soft and hard-power
instruments in its foreign and security policy tool kit. NATO remains relevant
as an instrument for building transatlantic coalitions to deal with contemporary
security problems. The OSCE is critically important for the application of soft-
power resources to problems within its area of influence. A new Atlantic
Community Treaty Organization would provide a framework for bringing U.S.
and European soft-power resources to bear on problems beyond the North
Atlantic region where the United States and Europe have common interests.

A soft-power solution will not obviate the need for credible military
options. However, an effective marriage of U.S. and European soft-power
resources could help prevent some problems from becoming military conflicts.
It could enhance the ability of the international community to deal with post-
conflict scenarios in ways that promote stability. Future transatlantic coopera-
tion will require an effective blending of soft and hard-power resources from
both sides of the Atlantic. The question today is whether the United States will
continue down a unilateralist path, relying heavily on hard power, or will find a
balance between the use of its hard and soft power that strengthens alliances,
wins the hearts and minds of potential adversaries, and reduces the occasions on
which the United States would actually have to use its impressive hard-power
capabilities. Establishing the new Atlantic Community Treaty Organization
would be a good first step in this direction. 
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