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A Hungarian police officer guards a street covered 
in toxic red sludge in Devecser, Hungary, in October 
2010. The disaster sparked cooperation between 
the police and the military.
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o
ne would be hard pressed to find a 
discussion involving Western defense 
institutions, missions and concepts that 
does not use terms such as “compre-
hensive approach” and “whole-of-gov-

ernment” to identify the need for a more thorough 
integration of civilian and military aspects of security. 
Indeed, the belief that security requires a more 
thorough combination of defense, diplomacy and de-
velopment functions has grown into a kind of grand 
Western consensus. The European Union’s steps to 
craft a more integrated security architecture, NATo’s 
support for a more comprehensive approach in 
its latest strategic concept, and the U.S. efforts to 
forge more integrated reconstruction and stabiliza-
tion capacity are three highly visible examples of a 
search for the right relationship between military 
and civilian security instruments. It is a search that 
has become a kind of holy grail for the Euro-Atlantic 
security community.  

Like the legendary grail search, however, insti-
tutionalizing a more holistic and integrated mix of 
such a diverse range of military, police, economic 
development, governance building, and rule-of-law 
planning and operational capacities has proven 
elusive. Below the surface of a growing agreement on 
the importance of comprehensive approaches and in-
tegrated civil-military solutions, strong disagreement 
remains over the civil-military roles, responsibilities 
and relationships required to make this more holistic 
vision of security a functioning reality. Two of the 
most visible examples of this dilemma can be seen 
in the ongoing efforts to forge more comprehen-
sive security approaches in the U.S. and EU. These 
efforts, of course, are divergent — one involves an 
individual state with well-developed national security 
institutions; the other involves a collection of states 
attempting to forge new and unique security struc-
tures. Nevertheless, the two projects serve to demon-
strate the basic problem underlying all such civil-
military integration: the degree to which it is possible 
for modern militaries to focus more broadly on 
nontraditional military missions and integrate more 
thoroughly in hybrid civil-military structures without 
losing their essential and critical military attributes. 
It is a dilemma defined by two competing positions: 
military purists arguing for a military that focuses 
on traditional combat functions and maintains clear 
functional distinction from civilian security practi-
tioners versus military pragmatists, who concede a 
role for military forces in nontraditional security and 
development, and accept a good deal of integration 
with civilian practitioners in these areas. The 

inability in both the U.S. and the EU to reconcile 
these two conflicting positions has remained a princi-
pal obstacle to the continued development and adop-
tion of a more complete comprehensive-approach 
model. Until such reconciliation — or at least a sat-
isfactory balance — can be achieved, purists on both 
sides of the Atlantic will continue to stall the march 
toward more integrative civil-military concepts 
and structures.

a long-standIng dEbatE
Though the comprehensive-approach aspirations 
that have caused tensions in many contemporary 
civil-military relations may be novel, the debate 
between purist and pragmatist conceptions of civil-
military organization and purpose is long-standing. 
The purist view, initially and most comprehensively 
articulated in 1957 by Samuel Huntington,1 argues 
for a clear separation between military and civilian 
functional domains as a means of ensuring military 
effectiveness, on the one hand, and civilian control of 
the military, on the other.  The separation is espe-
cially necessary in liberal democracies, where values 
and decision- making are highly antithetical to the 
exigencies of privation, danger and uncertainty faced 
in combat. only discipline and the cultivation of a 
core set of mission-supportive military values could 
provide a foundation that military professionals 
would need to be successful in this environment. Any 
detraction from this focus, any attempt to integrate 
civilian and military domains, would dilute military 
effectiveness. Thus, when civilians grant military 
professionals the independent autonomy to cultivate 
their profession according to the dictates of combat, 
civilian leaders can expect in return both an effective 
military instrument and one so singularly steeped 
in the classic conservatism of military values that it 
would not be capable of effectively vying for power in 
a liberal democracy.2 In this way, Huntington argued, 
separation and distinction breed effectiveness and 
obedience.  

The pragmatist perspective, best outlined in 
Morris Janowitz’s 1960 rejoinder to Huntington,3 
contends that the modern security environment has 
made the circumscription of military functions to 
traditional combat tasks impossible. Moreover, mili-
taries, like other national instruments, should be ra-
tionally focused on an ultimate political objective and 
rendering service to the nation based on context and 
need rather than overly defined boundaries. Janowitz 
and the pragmatists had drawn dramatically differ-
ent lessons from the conditions of the Cold War. The 
specter of nuclear holocaust, rather than emphasize 
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the necessity of a military readiness, had significantly cur-
tailed the likelihood of major conflict. In its place were nu-
merous smaller, nontraditional conflicts and policing actions 
that required militaries to be prepared for a broader array 
of constabulary functions. As Janowitz argued, this new 
constabulary force was “continuously prepared to act, com-
mitted to the minimum use of force and viable international 
relations rather than [traditional military] victory.” 4 This 
meant that civilian political control would not be achieved 
through a Huntington-style bargain in which military au-
tonomy in a distinct sphere of expertise was exchanged for 
uncompromising loyalty to ends-focused civilian direction. 
Instead, civilian control would be assured when civilians and 
military professionals possessed a deep degree of under-
standing for the roles, responsibilities, commitments and 
obligations of the other. As Janowitz described it, the military 
officer “is amenable to civilian political control because he 
recognizes that civilians appreciate and understand the tasks 
and responsibilities of the constabulary force.” 5  

Thus, rather than define the boundaries of the mili-
tary domain in terms of what militaries do, namely waging 
traditional combat, pragmatists define the military domain 
in terms of the unique service role that militaries play in 
society and the dangerous conditions within which that role 
is performed. What ensures civilian control of the military 
is not separation but a thorough embrace of shared societal 
values, mutual understanding and common democratic 
commitment. Though one can find traces of this debate 
across a variety of examples, the focus here will be on two 
recent cases in which rhetoric for more comprehensive 
civil-military integration has brought competing visions of 
civil-military organization into stark relief.  

thE Eu aPProach 
European Security and Defense Policy, or ESDP, re-named 
the Common Security and Defense Policy by the Lisbon 
Treaty, is an interesting case for its attempt to construct 
wholly new security structures expressly focused on de-
livering a unique civil-military capability, with integrated 
security, rule of law, policing, civilian administration and 
civilian protection functions.6 The EU would have an added 
advantage in being able to construct these comprehensive-
approach-focused security institutions from whole cloth. 
There were no pre-existing institutions that would have 
to be bent toward more integrative designs. As argued by 
Javier Solana, former EU High Representative for Common 
Foreign and Security Policy, this “distinctive civil-military ap-
proach to crisis management … was ahead of its time when 
conceived.”7 Nevertheless, this hybrid focus would also serve 
only to highlight the split between purist and pragmatist 
perspectives. Moreover, unlike such internal civil-military 
debates in the U.S. and elsewhere, the purist-pragmatist split 
in the EU would take on the additional difficulty of playing 
in a multi-state environment in which purist and pragmatist 
methods of civil-military organization became increasingly 
identified with competing national interests.

Born from a 1998 compromise between Britain and 
France, ESDP would be defined by two competing visions 
of how to make ambitious comprehensive-approach aspira-
tions an institutional and operational reality. In one vision, 
that of France, ESDP would need a relatively autonomous 
operational capacity for the military instrument and a stand-
ing operational headquarters that could provide command 
and control to deployed forces. The United Kingdom, on 
the other hand, remained unconvinced of the need to build 
such an autonomous military structure. If the logic of ESDP 
was as a crisis management and prevention tool, requiring 
a balance of civilian and military competencies, there was 
no need to construct a military capability distinct from the 
other aspects of the institution. For Britain, an independent 
military operational headquarters was unnecessary in an 
organization focused on delivering integrated security. A 
clear split developed between more purist models of military 
organization and function, championed by France, and more 
pragmatist-inspired models, promoted by the U.K.  

There are a number of possible reasons for this per-
sistent disagreement. The most apparent is the political 
split between Britain and France over the role of ESDP 
regarding NATo. France saw ESDP as an opportunity to 
gain European independence and strategic flexibility from 
NATo. Without a military instrument capable of perform-
ing independent traditional defense tasks, such flexibility 
would be dramatically limited. This limitation informed 
France’s desire to develop a standing operational head-
quarters, without which ESDP would have to rely either on 
individual member states or NATo to forward deploy any 
sizable security force. Nevertheless, Britain recognized an 
independent EU military capability as a duplication of and 
direct challenge to the defense responsibilities of NATo, 
demanding the integration of civil-military instruments 
in line with ESDP’s stated comprehensive-approach pur-
pose. In this explanation, a simple political contest between 
Britain and France explained the disagreement over how to 
make ESDP operational. Luis Simon of the EU Institute for 
Security Studies described the disagreement this way: “It’s 
the politics, stupid.”8 

In other explanations, however, the disagreement was not 
simply a matter of national interests and political position-
ing. Instead, Britain and France based their positions on 
clear distinctions in each country’s historically and socially 
generated view of the civil-military relationship. Accord-
ing to Per M. Norheim-Martinsen, the British position of a 
more thorough civil-military integration is best explained by 
a security culture that has long embraced close ministerial 
cooperation.9 Nevertheless, “the E.U.’s civil-military organiza-
tion [came …] to resemble the French ‘Huntingtonian’ sys-
tem of strict separation, and its fairly conservative approach 
to civil-military coordination in general.”10 Given the French 
constabulary tradition, the country isn’t completely resistant 
to holistic or comprehensive security solutions. For France, 
political interests, constabulary history and civil-military 
proclivities contribute to the view that, rather than 
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civilian-military integration, a “strong and autonomous 
military instrument is crucial for an effective comprehensive 
approach to crisis management.”11  Thus, the emerging ques-
tion has been whether to pursue a comprehensive approach 
through civil-military integration or the selective applica-
tion of each instrument’s unique capabilities within sepa-
rate spheres of responsibility. At the heart of this dilemma 
is Huntington’s argument that a strong military and an 
autonomous military are invariably linked, making civil-mil-
itary integration irreconcilable with traditional military ef-
fectiveness and unacceptable for those states whose defense 
insecurities and national interests require the latter.  

Whatever the explanation, the disagreement created a 
schizophrenic ESDP institutional design that has failed to 
either realize or reject the competing visions of military 
autonomy and civil-military integration. Though the Nice 
European Council Meeting of 2000 set to create structures 
that would “ensure synergy between the civilian and military 
aspects of crisis management,”12 there was no formal civilian-
military relationship or coordinating mechanism created 
below the very senior level of the Political Security Com-
mittee. This relative segregation of the military and civilian 
aspects of ESDP was further exacerbated by the clear and 
decisive resource advantages of the military component over 
its civilian counterpart. Below the PSC level in the defense 
directorate, for instance, the European Union Military Com-
mittee was supported by a European Union Military Staff 
consisting of 140 experienced planners. By contrast, the 
Civilian Aspects of Crisis Management, or CIVCoM, initially 
enjoyed no such staff support.13  

The organizational history of ESDP, from Nice forward, 
has been one of iterative political negotiation and compro-
mise to correct these dual faults of institutional segregation 
and civil-military resource disparity. For instance, the 
Swedish presidency in 2001 added a police unit to staff 
and plan civilian police missions. Nevertheless, this unit in-
cluded only eight officers and was attached to the Council 
Secretariat, where its relationship with CIVCoM remained 
uncertain.14 In response to poor support for the EU Police 
Mission in Bosnia and Herzegovina, a 20-person civilian 
support section was added in 2003, but this was a small 
step compared with the planning capability that existed 
on the military side.  Finally, in 2003, the U.K., Italy and 
the Netherlands, on the one hand, and France, Germany, 
Belgium and Luxembourg, on the other, brokered a com-
promise on the debate over a standing operational military 
headquarters. The negotiated solution was the establish-
ment of a civilian-military operations cell within the EU 
Military Staff. France got improved planning, command 
and control, while Britain ensured the cell bore the title 
“civ-mil” and resided in the military staff. This integration 
with the military staff meant that it was quickly dominated 
by the military and largely isolated from the civilian staff in 
the Council Secretariat.   

Significant improvements in civilian planning and staff-
ing capacity did not begin in earnest until 2007. In that year, 

the addition of the Civilian Planning and Conduct 
Capability gave the civilian side of ESDP a measure of par-
ity in staffing and planning resources. Movement toward 
a more thorough integration of the civilian and military 
components began a year later, when, in December 2008, 
the European Council agreed with Solana’s recommenda-
tion to unite ESDP civilian and military structures below the 
PSC level in the form of the new Crisis Management Plan-
ning Directorate. Ratification of the Lisbon Treaty followed 
in 2009. The treaty sought to meld foreign policy by uniting 
EU Council and EU Commission efforts under a common 
High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and 
Security Policy. Previous divisions had created an ambiguous 
line between security, which was controlled by the council, 
and development, which was the purview of the commis-
sion.15 Nevertheless, in part because the Lisbon Treaty has 
also directed a continued level of independence for the de-
velopment function, plans to unite these structures remain a 
topic for further political negotiation.  

Thus, far from being the immediate comprehensive 
solution for which many had hoped, ESDP was plagued 
by a persistent inability to define to everyone’s satisfaction 
the civil-military roles and relationships at the heart of the 
project. National disagreements over how to organize the 
delivery of civilian and military functions reflected a purist-
pragmatist split over the degree to which military autonomy, 
mission distinction and institutional separation should be 
maintained in an age of more multifaceted threats and chal-
lenges. These questions and disputes have not been unique 
to ESDP. 
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thE u.s. aPProach
Within the U.S., this question of civil-military integration 
is closely wedded to the conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq. 
Early in these conflicts, observers were quick to criticize the 
U.S. for an overly purist approach to the military’s role in 
mixed competency missions such as those found in recon-
struction and stabilization efforts. Writing about the 2003 
invasion of Iraq and its aftermath, Robert Egnell found 
that the civil-military separation principles in the U.S. Army 
generally resulted in a force not well-suited, or particu-
larly inclined, to integrate with civilian reconstruction and 
development efforts in the stability and support phase of the 
operation. Conversely, the British military forces, though not 
as effective as the Americans in the initial combat phases of 
the invasion, were able to draw on more pragmatist tradi-
tions of civilian-military cooperation and constabulary duties 
to provide for a more seamless transition from combat to 
stability and support.16  

Though this purist penchant for a military focused on 
exclusively military objectives has been viewed by some as 
an integral part of American strategic culture,17 the ongoing 
conflicts in both Iraq and Afghanistan have wrought major 
changes in this perspective among U.S. security practitio-
ners. In 2005, National Security Presidential Directive 44 
named the Secretary of State, through the newly formed 
office of the Coordinator for Reconstruction and Stabili-
zation, as the lead entity for integrating U.S. government 
efforts in the stability and reconstruction domain.  This is 
accompanied by an ongoing effort to establish a 4,200-per-
son Civilian Response Corps covering fields such as rule of 
law, agriculture, governance and economic development.18 
If the U.S. State Department was taking steps to shore up 

its stability and reconstruction capacity, the Defense Depart-
ment entered this effort at a full sprint. Some of the more 
visible efforts included the establishment of a directive 
elevating stability operations to a level on par with tradi-
tional combat operations; the publication of new doctrines in 
counterinsurgency and stability operations that emphasized 
political and developmental aspects of these missions; and 
securing new funding to aid the developmental activities of 
military commanders. on the one hand, the pace of change 
and capability development was impressive for a typically 
slow-to-move security establishment. on the other hand, 
the convert’s zeal by which the U.S. security community has 
embraced comprehensive-approach ideals has not resulted 
in any broad consensus on some of the most pressing and 
inveterate questions at the civil-military interface.    

As the U.S. military has moved to adopt a more prag-
matist interpretation of providing national security, this has 
prompted worries that the purist-pragmatist pendulum 
had swung too far. Indeed, by 2008, Defense Secretary 
Robert Gates and key members of the U.S. Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee worried publicly about the potential 
of a “creeping militarization” of U.S. foreign policy, as the 
Defense Department was increasingly asked to broaden its 
role to include economic development, policing and nation 
building.19 At the same time, military observers began to fear 
that the more expansive mission-set of the U.S. military was 
undermining traditional combat effectiveness, especially of 
ground forces. For instance, U.S. Army Col. Gian Gentile 
has worried “that fighting as a core competency [of the U.S. 
Army] has been eclipsed in importance and primacy by the 
function of nation building” and that the U.S. was courting 
“strategic peril as a result.”20    
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achIEvIng consEnsus?
In both the EU and U.S. examples, military institutions and 
their security-sector civilian overseers and colleagues have 
remained unable to arrive at an acceptable consensus on 
the purist-pragmatist question. Multifaceted, nontraditional 
challenges, from stability and support missions to countering 
transnational threats, have created a groundswell of efforts 
to forge more comprehensive civil-military approaches to 
security. However, the issue of how to forge a fuller civil-
military partnership without compromising civilian control 
of security policy or undermining military effectiveness has 
emerged as a primary dilemma. Purists on both sides of the 
Atlantic argue for clearer separation of military and civilian 
responsibilities and a narrower defense focus for militar-
ies, while pragmatists maintain that the scope and scale of 
security challenges make such separation unachievable and 
even irresponsible.   

The basic tension framing the debate is the fundamen-
tal difference in threat perception between the two sides. 
Just as original purists rejected the notion that the threat of 
nuclear holocaust forestalled the possibility of conventional 
combat in the Cold War, today’s purists, like many interna-
tional affairs realists, dismiss the idea that globalization and 
interdependence have dramatically reduced the prospect of 
conventional military conflict. Continuing to see traditional 
defense capabilities as an essential power projection tool and 
a necessary hedge against potential military threats, purists 
in both the EU and the U.S. have fought hard to keep de-
fense capacity from being watered down by hybridization 
and civilianization.21 Contemporary pragmatists, of course, 
disagree with this threat assessment, arguing it is best to 
prepare defense and security institutions for the most likely 
challenges visible today. These challenges include failed 
states, international terrorism and crime, trafficking, mass 
migration, climate change and other nontraditional drivers 
of conflict that might require “hybrid defense” and well-
synchronized civilian institutions.  

Though in the Euro-Atlantic sphere, it has been fash-
ionable to equate the U.S. with one position — the purist 
— and Europeans with the other position — the pragmatist 
— recent debates in both the U.S. and Europe reveal a more 
complicated picture. Indeed, as one begins to weigh the 
likelihood and potential consequences of future threats com-
pared with forms of civil-military organization and capacities 
that might best account for them, it is more likely true that 
security actors in the U.S. and Europe find themselves serv-
ing both purist and pragmatist roles.  This much more con-
fused and complicated picture makes it even more unlikely 
that this enduring disagreement has a decisive resolution.  

With no clear victor in sight, the most promising solu-
tion might be to look for ways in which both perspectives 
and organizational forms can be accommodated simultane-
ously. Given declining defense budgets, this will be difficult.  
However, if solutions like collective security, burden sharing 
and niche specialization can be brought to this require-

ment in the same way that it is being used to reduce costs 
in traditional defense, the task might be more manageable. 
one possible means of sorting this dispute out would be to 
provide a separate institutional vehicle within which com-
prehensive-approach design, experimentation and opera-
tions could move forward more rapidly. This was supposed 
to be the role of ESDP before the purist objections stalled 
the effort. Two recent developments, nevertheless, may signal 
a useful reset for ESDP. First, the 2009 return of France to 
NATo’s integrated military command structure may quiet 
the French desire to see ESDP mature into an alternative 
military instrument to NATo.22 Second, the unification 
of EU foreign and security policy provided by the Lisbon 
Treaty could offer the centralized direction required to refo-
cus comprehensive-approach development.  o
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