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Rethinking Security in Europe

Security is not neutral. Its meaning determines who or what is 
considered worthy of protection, and it is shaped through language, 
practices, and political choices. This session traces how the concept 
of security has evolved in Europe, showing that the protection of 
member states and their populations has long been central to policy. 
Following a period in which the EU was associated with human 
security and a holistic approach to peace, the convergence of crises, 
the rise of China, COVID-19, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, and a 
weakened US alliance, has driven a shift towards territorial and 
defensive logic. Security is now framed in terms of resilience and 
preparedness, with significant consequences: rearmament, exclusion, 
and an increasingly inward-looking political agenda.

OVERVIEW
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European Security as a  
Historically Exclusionary Project

Competing Definitions  
and Ongoing Tensions

European integration 
created internal peace but 
simultaneously externalised 
insecurity. It safeguarded 
the benefits of former 
colonial relationships and 
reinforced an “us vs. others” 
logic that persists today.

Europe protects three objects: territory, values, and 
people. But the balance between them has shifted 
decisively towards territorial defence, visible in 
cooperation with non-democratic regimes in the Sahel 
where strategic interests override normative conditions.

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
the EU exported security under 
the banner of human security, 
promoting integration, free trade, 
and liberal democracy. China’s 
rise marked a symbolic break, 
followed by successive crises  
that turned the EU inward.

Human security is equally 
constructed: the gap between 
its rhetoric and its implementation 
reveals it as an ongoing political 
process rather than an achievable 
end state. Failing to protect civilians 
undermines public support, as 
lessons from Afghanistan, Libya, 
and Iraq demonstrate.

This trajectory illustrates that security 
is socially constructed: terms like 
“collateral damage” and “deterrence” 
rationalise violence and obscure 
suffering, just as EU discourse has 
shifted from “interdependence” and 
“development” to “defence.”

Russia is understood as a 
genuine threat, but Europe’s 
dependence on external 
military technologies 
compounds its vulnerability. 
The securitisation of 
migration and the risk 
of sidelining climate and 
housing concerns are 
among the most significant 
collateral effects.

KEY ARGUMENTS
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Afghanistan, Libya, Iraq

Mercosur, India Russian gas dependence  
and US military technology

Three cases where the EU and 
Western powers failed to protect 
civilians after military intervention, 
undermining public confidence 
in human security narratives 
and illustrating the gap between 
rhetoric and implementation.

Used as counterexamples of Europe’s historical 
capacity to engage partners as equals rather than 
through great-power competition, an alternative model 
still available but currently deprioritised.

Cited as twin vulnerabilities that make strategic 
autonomy both urgent and difficult, illustrating how 
energy and defense dependencies shape European 
security choices.

 China’s rise (c. 2010s)

Identified as the symbolic turning 
point when the EU shifted from 
exporting human security outward 
to turning inward toward territorial 
defence and strategic autonomy.

 Sahel partnerships

EU cooperation with non-democratic 
regimes in the Sahel region cited 
as evidence that strategic interests 
now routinely override the normative 
conditionality that previously defined 
EU foreign policy.

KEY CASES & EXAMPLES
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Human security: centred on “freedom from fear” and “freedom 
from want,” including democratisation and inequality reduction, 
contrasted with state security’s territorial-military logic

Feminist and critical security studies: security is  
produced through language and professional practice,  
not discovered as a neutral fact

Securitisation: framing an issue as an existential threat 
through narrative rather than objective diagnosis

Strategic autonomy: both an ambition and a gap,  
spanning energy, technology, defense industry, 
and Europe’s capacity to act independently of the US

Militarisation: rising defence budgets, erosion  
of civilian protection frameworks, and the risk  
of repeating past failures

What the EU protects has changed over  
time and is currently reverting to a territorial  
“us vs. them” logic in which people play 
a secondary role.

Threats are narratively and semantically 
constructed. Security always comes at someone’s 
expense, and that cost is rarely made explicit.

Human security has not been consistently  
reflected in policymaking and is now being  
actively rolled back, despite continuing to  
appear in policy rhetoric.

KEY CONCEPTS MAIN TAKEAWAYS
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Discussion explored public investment priorities  
in an era of hybrid war. Both speakers rejected 
the framing of a forced choice between armament, 
technology, and energy. Reducing dependence 
on Russian gas and US military technology was 
identified as essential alongside repairing credibility 
after international humanitarian law violations. 
A broader notion of defense spending was proposed, 
one that encompasses infrastructure, welfare industry, 
and social resilience. The debate also turned to 
Europe’s historical capacity for reconciliation and its 
habit of engaging partners as equals, from Mercosur 
to India, as an alternative to great-power competition.

Watch the full webinar here

Where is the line between 
legitimate adaptation  
to a multipolar world  
and maintaining human 
rights conditionality in  
EU foreign policy?

How can Europe recover its 
credibility on international 
humanitarian and human 
rights law after what one 
speaker described as 
generational damage?

Can defence spending 
be genuinely reframed to 
incorporate human security 
considerations, or does the 
current political economy 
prevent it?

What is the relationship 
between security narratives 
and nostalgia politics, and 
how does postcolonial 
melancholia shape the 
current EU discourse on 
migration and identity?

DISCUSSION HIGHLIGHTS OPEN QUESTIONS
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0q-PHvjdChA&t=32s

