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The Politics of Military Force 

The Politics of Military Force examines the dynamics of discursive change that 
made participation in military operations possible against the background 
of German antimilitarist culture. Once considered a strict taboo, so-called 
out-of-area operations have now become widely considered by German poli-
cymakers to be without alternative. This book argues that understanding the 
facilitation of certain policies (in this case, military operations abroad and 
force transformation) requires focusing on processes of discursive change 
that make diferent policy options rational, appropriate, feasible, or even 
self-evident. Drawing on Essex School discourse theory, the book develops a 
theoretical framework for understanding the workings of discursive change 
and elaborates on how such change makes once unthinkable policy options 
not only acceptable but even without alternative. Based on a detailed dis-
course analysis of more than 25 years of German parliamentary debates, The 
Politics of Military Force provides an explanation for (1) the emergence of a 
new hegemonic discourse in German security policy after the end of the 
Cold War (discursive change), (2) the rearticulation of German antimilita-
rism in the process (ideational change / norm erosion), and (3) the resulting 
facilitation of military operations and force transformation (policy change). 
The book demonstrates the added value of a poststructuralist approach com-
pared to the naive realism and linear conceptions of norm change so promi-
nent in the study of German foreign policy and in the feld of International 
Relations more generally. 

Frank A. Stengel is a research fellow in the Research Group on International 
Political Sociology at Kiel University, Germany. 
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Foreword 

Frank Stengel’s study proceeds from a fairly straightforward empirical puzzle: 
why, despite decades of strong public commitments opposing the use of mili-
tary force, has Germany altered its stance such that participation in out-of-
area military operations has become an everyday part of German security 
practices? Existing explanations for the Federal Republic of Germany’s previ-
ous anti-military stance make reference to deeply-embedded norms rejecting 
the use of force, the rapid shift in policy raises serious problems for any such 
account. And explanations for the participation of German military forces in 
a wide range of novel deployments that rely on supposedly obvious facts 
about the changed security environment run into immense difculties when 
confronted with the ambiguities of that environment—and the plethora of 
interpretations and arguments about just what kind of response is called for. 

The solution to these explanatory defciencies, Stengel proposes, is to 
take more seriously the process by which state actions are justifed and legiti-
mated. To bring this process into view, Stengel deploys the tools of critical 
discourse analysis, specifcally its Essex School variant, and concentrates on 
how situated policymakers and politicians take advantage of gaps and mis-
matches between elements of German security discourse to remake a stance 
opposing the use of military force into a stance that supports that use. In 
particular, Stengel notes, the mutation of the notion that military force is a 
tool of last resort from a component of an argument against out-of-area troop 
deployments to a component of an argument for such deployments helps to 
explain why the conditions of possibility for German security practices 
changed. This is not a change of overall “ideas,” because the same notion— 
military force is a tool of last resort—is present in both arguments. Instead, 
the overall arrangement of discursive elements has changed, and that alters 
the meaning of specifc notions. Something similar, Stengel argues, is at 
work in the reinterpretations of the German past and the drawing of difer-
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x foreword 

ent “lessons of history” from the experience of Nazism; where once this was 
a cautionary tale about the dangers of militarism, now it is a cautionary tale 
about the kinds of evils that can only be opposed by military force. 

Stengel’s argument is considerably more than an explanation of one 
country’s changing foreign policy, however. Against both interest- and idea-
based accounts of social action, especially social action undertaken by artif-
cial persons like states, Stengel illustrates how much more we learn about 
international afairs when we focus our attention on processes of articula-
tion and concrete strategies of meaning-making. Against more or less deter-
minist accounts of political change, Stengel recovers contingency and 
agency without sliding into an unfettered indeterminism. Both of these 
broad theoretical moves have implications for how we think about interna-
tional afairs in general, since they point to the need to take more seriously 
the specifcs of how actions become possible in particular contexts, and how 
diferent discursive confgurations give rise to diferent outcomes. Indeed, an 
extension of Stengel’s analysis to other otherwise-puzzling cases is entirely 
reasonable, and in Stengel’s book, scholars will have an outstanding exam-
ple of just what such an account looks like. 

I would also be remiss if I did not highlight the relevance of Stengel’s 
argument for contemporary discussions and debates about the future of 
international order. A demilitarized Germany was a core component of the 
“Western” geopolitical settlement that followed the Second World War, and 
along with the transatlantic alliance instantiated in NATO, formed the insti-
tutional architecture that tacitly enframed world politics in the Euro-
American “core” of the world-system for decades. If we did not pay attention 
to the way that a demilitarized Germany became a militarily active Ger-
many, we would likely mis-estimate the durability of that “Western” geopo-
litical settlement. The changes Stengel points to did not take the form of a 
complete break with past political coalitions and positions, but are best 
understood as a contingent evolution of how a variety of discursive elements 
were confgured. While that does not initially present an optimistic view of 
the stability of our global institutions, it also calls for a more responsible 
exercise of political agency in defense of those institutions. In that way, Sten-
gel’s refections on the past has clear lessons for us in the present, as a good 
piece of critical social science should. 

Patrick Thaddeus Jackson 
Series Editor, Confgurations 
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Introduction 

Today, the Bundeswehr is an army on operation 
(interjection by Die Linke: “Boo!”); 
national defense takes place also at the Hindu Kush. 

german defense minister peter struCk1 

This book analyzes changes in the German security discourse after unifca-
tion, focusing specifcally on the emergence of “networked security” (ver-
netzte Sicherheit) as the overarching framework for post–Cold War German 
security policy. In doing so, it follows two main avenues. First, for under-
standing processes of discursive change, it proposes a theoretical framework 
based on the poststructuralist discourse theory of the so-called Essex School 
(Glynos and Howarth 2007; Howarth et al. 2000; Laclau and Moufe 2001). 
Although primarily located within poststructuralist theory,2 this study dem-
onstrates that understanding discursive change is highly relevant to a much 
broader range of theoretical questions, including norm dynamics, the trans-
formation of taboos in international relations, grand strategic change, the 
“identity-security nexus” (e.g., Innes 2010), and the domestic or interna-
tional legitimation/making-possible of certain (potentially controversial) 
policies (Doty 1993; Nuñez-Mietz 2018; Wajner 2019; Weldes and Saco 1996), 

1. Speech at the German Bundestag, 16th legislative period, 2nd session, 8 Novem-
ber 2005: 43. Struck made this statement for the frst time at a press conference in 
December 2002 (von Bredow 2015: 153). The sources for subsequent quotes from par-
liamentary protocols are provided in the form of in-text short citations according to 
the following template: name of the speaker, legislative period/session number, date: 
page. All translations from the German language in this book are, if not otherwise 
indicated, the author’s, including parliamentary protocols and the German-language 
academic literature. 
2. Poststructuralism is a problematic and highly contested term (see Angermüller 

2015). For practical reasons, I employ it here to refer to the approach used in this study. 
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most notably the threat and use of military force. Second, the book inter-
venes in the ongoing scholarly debates about German security policy, par-
ticularly German participation in military operations outside the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) area. Despite a supposedly widespread 
and deeply engrained antimilitarist culture (e.g., Berger 1998), German par-
ticipation in these so-called out-of-area operations has increased signif-
cantly since the end of the Cold War. Moreover, such operations—once per-
ceived as “completely unthinkable,” in the words of German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel (17/37, 22 April 2010: 3478)3—have become widely accepted 
among German policymakers as a normal (if unpopular) element of German 
security policy. The “out-of-area debate” (Dalgaard-Nielsen 2006; Longhurst 
2004) has given way, it seems, to an out-of-area consensus.4 

This book sets out to provide an answer to the puzzle of how German 
policymakers have widely taken out-of-area operations for granted as a social 
practice. Assuming a discourse theoretical perspective, the book argues that 
whether policies are considered appropriate or inappropriate, rational or 
irrational, or moral or immoral depends on the discursive order (the estab-
lished, dominant discourse) that organizes a certain feld of human activity 
at a certain point in time.5 Starting from this basic argument, shared by (the 
partially overlapping felds of) discourse theory, poststructuralism in Inter-
national Relations (IR), and (parts of) International Political Sociology (IPS) 
and critical constructivism alike,6 the book proposes that understanding 
how once-unthinkable policies are made possible (i.e., how taboos erode) 
requires that we turn our attention to dynamics of discursive change. Thus, 
that out-of-area operations have become not only acceptable but considered 
a self-evident requirement of a post–Cold War world can only be understood 
in the broader context of changes in the German security discourse. How 
“reality” (including a state’s security environment) is understood, who or 

3. On taboos in IR, see Tannenwald 1999, as well as the contributions to the fourth 
issue of Review of International Studies 36 (2010). 
4. This consensus is discussed in the literature as Germany’s “normalization” 

(Crawford 2010; Gordon 1994; Karp 2009; critical, Kundnani 2012) or its “coming-
of-age” (Brockmeier and Rotmann 2018: 20). 
5. In that sense, discourse functions in a similar way to how strategic culture is 

sometimes conceptualized (e.g., Biehl et al. 2013; Longhurst 2004). I prefer discourse 
because the “beliefs, norms and ideas” (Biehl et al. 2013: 11) of which culture consists 
can only be observed empirically once they are articulated in discourse. 
6. See, e.g., Ashley and Walker 1990; Behnke 2013; Campbell 1998; Der Derian 

and Shapiro 1989; Doty 1993; Hansen 2006; Nabers 2015; Nabers and Stengel 2019a; 
Weldes and Saco 1996; Weldes et al. 1999; Zehfuss 2002. 
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what is considered a threat, what means are appropriate to solve certain pol-
icy problems, and how specifc norms and values (e.g., antimilitarism) 
should be understood in the context of security policy is produced, regulated 
by, and transformed in the security discourse. In short, security discourses 
are primarily concerned with what is usually referred to as grand strategy, 
broadly understood as “a state’s theory about how it can best ‘cause’ security 
for itself” (Posen 1986: 13; see Krebs 2018). 

Building on these arguments, this book examines dynamics of discursive 
change, with the ultimate aim to add to our understanding of (foreign) pol-
icy change. After developing a theoretical framework to analyze what makes 
some discourses more efective than others, it provides an explanation, 
based on a comprehensive discourse analysis of more than 25 years of Ger-
man parliamentary debates, for the transformation of the German security 
discourse since the Cold War. Moreover, the book traces how military opera-
tions have been articulated diferently in the Cold War and the current dis-
cursive order, making them unthinkable (a taboo) in one case and without 
alternative in the other. 

why interventionism is not self-evident: 
problematizing the german out-of-area Consensus 

The starting point of this book is the curious expansion of involvement 
abroad by the German armed forces, which presents a puzzle for existing 
theoretical accounts. Over the past 30 years, the Bundeswehr—the ofcial 
title of the German armed forces—has undergone nothing less than a “dra-
matic transformation” (Enskat and Masala 2015: 365) from a “non-
interventionist, conscription-based territorial defense force” (Sarotte 2001: 
12) to an “army on operation” (e.g., Jung, 16/227, 18 June 2009: 25169).7 Once 
confned to territorial defense within NATO, the role of the Bundeswehr has 
been gradually expanded to include confict prevention, crisis management, 
and counterterrorism, as core functions.8 

7. The original German term Armee im Einsatz has been translated inconsistently in 
ofcial documents as “army on operations” (Federal Ministry of Defence 2003: 18), 
“expeditionary force” (Federal Ministry of Defence 2006: 6), and, in the 2005 coali-
tion agreement between CDU, CSU, and SPD, “operational army” (CDU et al. 2005: 
126). Often, this is simply called the “new Bundeswehr” (BMVg 2012a: 9). 
8. While many of the Bundeswehr’s current tasks, including confict prevention, 

can be traced back to the 1994 white paper on security (Federal Ministry of Defence 
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Importantly, while individual missions continue to be controversially 
debated,9 the general practice of out-of-area operations has become a largely 
uncontroversial matter among members of the Bundestag, the German par-
liament (with the notable exception of the left-wing party Die Linke). Today, 
that the Bundeswehr should participate in military operations around the 
globe has become, for the majority of German policymakers, a self-evident 
fact of life (Enskat and Masala 2015; von Bredow 2015; von Krause 2013, 
2015). Moreover, force transformation with the explicit aim of making the 
Bundeswehr ft for its changed “operational reality” (Struck, 15/97, 11 March 
2004: 8601) has become a constant feature, bringing about numerous legal 
reforms and quite material consequences in new arms procurement plans. In 
short, out-of-area operations have become a social practice, understood as 
“the ongoing, routinized forms of human and societal reproduction” that 
are mostly taken for granted, without any “strong notion of self-conscious 
refexivity” (Glynos and Howarth 2007: 104). 

This general consensus, normal though it might seem in a time in which 
most “Western” countries pursue interventionist security policies,10 is actu-
ally highly remarkable, for at least two reasons. First, the Federal Republic of 
Germany (FRG) is commonly considered to be an ideal-type “civilian power” 
(Maull 1990, 2018) whose foreign policy is marked by a preference for multi-
lateralism, Western integration, and, above all, antimilitarism (Baumann 
2011: 468)—an “extraordinary reluctance to become actively involved in 

1994), the paper, published before the Federal Constitutional Court’s 1994 out-of-
area decision, only cautiously advocates a more active international role (Martinsen 
2010). The paper quite clearly places emphasis on national defense as the Bundeswehr’s 
main function, explicitly arguing that the maintenance of a “protective function 
must not be afected by changes in the security situation,” because armed forces were 
intended mainly as an insurance “against the imponderables of the future” (Federal 
Ministry of Defence 1994: para. 302). In contrast, the 2006 white paper lists confict 
prevention, crisis management, and counterterrorism frst when discussing the 
Bundeswehr’s functions, even prior to the “support of allies” and the “protection of 
German territory and its citizens” (Federal Ministry of Defence 2006: 9). While the 
change is gradual, it is still substantial. 

9. That not each and every mission is surefre business for Germany is clearly dem-
onstrated by the country’s 2011 abstention from United Nations (UN) Security Coun-
cil Resolution 1973 authorizing the Libya intervention (see Brockmeier 2013; Meiers 
2012; Miskimmon 2012). 
10. I intend the scare quotes to indicate that the concept of “the West” itself is dis-

cursively produced (see Behnke 2013; Hall 1992; Hellmann and Herborth 2016; Klein 
1990; on “Western” interventions, Dillon and Reid 2009; Kühn 2013; Orford 1999; 
Sabaratnam 2018; Zehfuss 2018). 
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international military security afairs” (Berger 1998: 1).11 This argument is 
primarily made by conventional constructivist scholars who point to the 
importance of various relatively stable “ideational variables” (Malici 2006: 
37)—norms, values, roles, identities, political cultures, and so on12—that, 
internalized by policymakers and the general public alike, infuence stan-
dards of appropriateness. As a consequence, constructivist scholarship 
would have led us to expect antimilitarist culture to have a constraining 
efect and to function as a formidable obstacle to military involvement 
abroad (Longhurst 2004: 131; Crawford and Olsen 2017).13 This expectation 
should apply especially to violent missions like that of the International 
Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan (see Noetzel 2011). The 
expansion of out-of-area operations is rendered even more puzzling because 
antimilitarism does not seem to have signifcantly weakened among the 
general public.14 This point is of interest not only to researchers concerned 
with German foreign policy but, equally, to students of Japanese foreign pol-
icy. Like Germany, post-1945 Japanese foreign policy has traditionally 
adhered to a strict antimilitarism but recently began a process of “normaliza-
tion” (e.g., Hughes 2009; Stengel 2007; recently, Gustafsson et al. 2018), 
despite strong, if declining, public opposition (Hagström and Isaksson 2019). 
As in the German case, scholars struggle to provide convincing explanations 
for this puzzle (but see, recently, Gustafsson et al. 2019; Hagström and Hans-
sen 2016; Hagström and Isaksson 2019). 

Second, although policymakers themselves usually attribute expansion 
of out-of-area operations to the pressures of a changed security environ-
ment, a closer look renders this argument unconvincing. After the end of the 
Cold War, we are told, the world is marked no longer by traditional threats 

11. See also, recently, Crossley-Frolick 2013: 43; Daase and Junk 2012; Hilpert 
2014; Leithner 2009. Others have called this the Kultur der Zurückhaltung, translated 
as “culture of restraint” (Longhurst 2004: 130) or “culture of reticence” (Crawford 
2010: 181; Malici 2006). 
12. Among studies drawing on ideational variables, political, strategic, and/or secu-

rity cultures are the most prominent (see Berger 1998; Daase and Junk 2012; Dufeld 
1998; Giegerich and von Hlatky 2019; Hilpert 2014; Junk and Daase 2013; Lantis 
2002a; Malici 2006), but scholars have also explained policy by drawing on norms 
and values (Baumann 2001; Boekle et al. 2001), roles (Koenig 2020; Maull 2018), 
identities (Banchof 1999; Risse 2007), and even Bourdieu’s (1984) concept of habitus 
(see Bjola and Kornprobst 2007). 
13. See, e.g., Berger 1998; Bjola and Kornprobst 2007; Maull 2000. For a more 

nuanced take, see Junk and Daase 2013. 
14. For data, see Gravelle et al. 2017; Körber-Stiftung 2014; Mader 2017; Schoen 

2010. 
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but by “new” globalized threats like terrorism, state failure, or the prolifera-
tion of weapons of mass destruction that, if not countered early and at their 
source of origin, will eventually reach Germany as well. For example, in a 
much-discussed speech in 2014, federal president Joachim Gauck claimed 
that since Germany could not “hope to be spared from the world’s conficts,” 
the country “should not [darf nicht] say ‘no’ on principle” to military opera-
tions (Gauck 2014: 5). The implicit logic behind this claim is one political 
scientists call (neo)functionalist: policy measures are responses to objective 
problems.15 

There is one major problem with this line of reasoning: the claim that 
new threats like terrorism, intrastate confict, or state failure demand out-of-
area operations does not sit easily with the literature concerned with the 
efectiveness of military operations. Although systematic evidence is hard to 
come by, the recent literature suggests that military operations are of very 
limited, if any, utility to counter new threats like terrorism, intrastate con-
fict, or state failure, let alone climate change or mass migration.16 Even with 
respect to traditional peacekeeping operations, which take place after a 
cease-fre or peace agreement has been reached and which are commonly 
regarded as the most successful type of interventions (Fortna 2004; Fortna 
and Howard 2008; Gromes 2012), success seems to vary with diferent fac-
tors, including whether it is a UN mission (Nilsson 2008), the mission’s 
mandate (Salvatore and Ruggieri 2017), whether it includes a civilian compo-
nent (Hoefer 2014), and whether it is a so-called robust (Bellamy and Hunt 
2015: 1280) or militarized (Sloan 2011) operation.17 In addition, because mil-
itary operations at least entail the possibility of violence, they risk creating 
unintended negative consequences like injuring civilians and/or provoking 
resistance (Condra and Shapiro 2012; Hughes 2015: 106; Johnson 2004a; 

15. Similar arguments are prominent in the debate about Japanese security policy, 
although the rise of China and North Korean aggression are commonly seen as the 
most important factors causing foreign policy change in Japan (e.g., Hughes 2004; 
Samuels 2007). As in the German case, this interpretation is not self-evident (see Gus-
tafsson et al. 2019). The same can be said about arguments that pressures from exter-
nal problems require Japanese participation in peace operations (Stengel 2008). 
16. See Bellamy 2015; Downes and Monten 2013; Gilligan and Sergenti 2008; 

Grimm 2008; Gromes and Dembinsky 2013; Mac Ginty 2012; Regan and Meachum 
2014. 
17. Even peacebuilding, which uses primarily civilian instruments, has been sub-

ject to sustained criticism, raising doubt concerning the efectiveness of external 
interventions more generally (Autesserre 2017; Dufeld 2007; Goetze 2017; Rich-
mond 2011; Sabaratnam 2018). 
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Paris 2014).18 Following some of these studies’ recommendations would 
mean less, not more, military activity abroad. In summation, although 
assessing the efectiveness of military operations is an arduously compli-
cated task fraught with methodological problems, it is relatively safe to say 
that the available research at least does not support the claim that new 
threats demand military interventions. Of course, out-of-area operations 
equally serve the purpose of demonstrating solidarity within NATO and the 
European Union (EU) (Kaim 2007), but that purpose only shifts the question 
from Germany to its partners, because, from a functionalist perspective, it is 
no less clear why the United States (US) would rely on largely unsuitable pol-
icy instruments. 

Given these limitations, it is, as Enskat and Masala aptly summarize, 
“not self-evident but to the highest degree remarkable” that out-of-area 
operations have “become almost a thing of course” (2015: 373). This book 
takes this puzzle as a starting point, arguing that the German out-of-area 
consensus can only be understood within the context of large-scale discur-
sive change. Put simply, the book argues that the changing view on military 
operations is the result of the demise of one (the Cold War) security order 
and its replacement by another. 

Competing explanations 

Previous attempts at explaining Germany’s move into out-of-area opera-
tions fall within three (and a half) broad categories.19 The frst group of stud-
ies explains out-of-area operations (as do policymakers themselves) as an 
adaptation to changed circumstances. They include, most notably, neoclas-
sical realist and theoretically eclectic, policy-oriented studies. For example, 

18. This concern is in addition to any ethical questions (see Baron 2010; Dill and 
Shue 2012; McMahan 2009; Rudolf 2014; Zehfuss 2018). Indeed, recent years have 
seen pacifsm and nonviolence return as serious topics in IR (Frazer and Hutchings 
2014; Hutchings 2018; R. Jackson 2019). 
19. I limit my discussion here to explanations of the more general shift toward the 

out-of-area consensus, not of individual policy decisions. The literature on German 
security policy is wider than the discussion here suggests, including, at least during 
recent years, insightful studies from the perspective of Foreign Policy Analysis, which 
explain individual operations (see Brummer 2011, 2012, 2013; Brummer and Opper-
mann 2019) as well as focus on the efect of party ideologies and contestation on 
variation within the broad limits set by ideational factors (or discourses) (Hofmann 
2019; Wagner et al. 2018). 
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criticizing constructivist studies, Dyson argues that Germany was simply 
“acting according to the material forces of the international system, rather 
than subjective norms and ideas rooted in German ‘security culture’” (2011: 
559; also 2019). Similarly, Glatz et al. (2018) state that out-of-area operations 
are “necessary,” and Buras and Longhurst claim, 

The international situation after the end of the Cold War, Germany’s acquisition 

of full sovereignty coupled with demands from allies and partners to take up 

a greater responsibility for security and stability in the world necessitated a 

certain adjustment of Bonn/Berlin’s foreign and security policy. (2004: 226, 

italics added) 

This argument, perhaps convincing at frst glance, is problematic because 
it (implicitly or explicitly) takes reality as objectively given. This assumption 
stands in stark contrast to a diverse group of studies in IR, the social sciences, 
and philosophy that highlight that reality precisely cannot be taken for 
granted.20 Ignoring their arguments is problematic for two reasons. First, 
taking one particular construction of reality as an objective representation 
of reality brackets a large portion of the politics involved in decision-making 
on matters of foreign policy. As a consequence, it ofers a partial explanation 
at best. Second, such research actually reproduces one specifc representa-
tion of reality and contributes to its enduring infuence, including potential 
negative unintended consequences (Cox 1981; Dillon 1996; Smith 2004). 

Despite the obvious limitations of this argument, it is shared even by 
some constructivist studies. For example, Leithner (2009: 9) explains discur-
sive change as a result of “pressure from the new international environment” 
(similarly, Maull 2006). From a constructivist perspective, this argument is 
nothing less than self-defeating. Given that constructivists generally hold 
“the view that the material world does not come classifed, and that, there-
fore, the objects of our knowledge are not independent of our interpreta-
tions and our language” (Adler 2002: 95), they should be among the frst to 
point to the “social construction of reality” instead of taking it for granted 
(Berger and Luckmann 1967). From a constructivist point of view, claiming 

20. This argument has been made in a broad range of studies based on very diferent 
theoretical positions across the social sciences: see, e.g., Ashley 1987; Behnke 2013; 
Berger and Luckmann 1967; Campbell 1998; Dillon 1996; George 1994; Hajer 2005; 
Hansen 2006; Houghton 1996; Jervis 1976; 2006; Mintz and Redd 2003; Sylvan 
1998; Weldes 1999; Wendt 1995; Winch 1990. 
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that reality “demands” anything amounts to an ad hoc abandonment of 
one’s (meta)theoretical framework as if it was a sweater, not a skin (Marsh 
and Furlong 2002), which is why Eberle is spot-on when he describes these 
studies as (only) “soft-constructivist” (2019: 4). Needless to say, this aban-
donment poses serious problems in terms of theoretical coherence (Guzzini 
2000; P. T. Jackson 2010). Even if we were to gloss over these obvious incon-
sistencies (which we should not), the reference to an external reality means 
that constructivism itself has nothing to add and has to fall back on the the-
oretical competition.21 A similar criticism applies to studies that invoke cam-
paign tactics to explain the 2003 Iraq War (Dalgaard-Nielsen 2003: 100–101; 
Risse 2007: 59), which is to draw on rationalist explanatory factors rather 
than delivering a constructivist analysis. 

The second group of explanations seeks to account for out-of-area opera-
tions from within constructivism. Most notably, Berger (2002) has argued 
that German policy change is the product of norm change, weakening anti-
militarism in favor of multilateralism.22 More than 15 years after Berger origi-
nally made the argument, its shortcomings are readily apparent. Thus, while 
participation in Operation Enduring Freedom in 2001 (the Afghanistan 
invasion) is compatible with the argument, German refusals to participate 
in the Iraq War in 2003 and the intervention in Libya in 2011 suggest that 
Germany has reverted to antimilitarism (Nonhof and Stengel 2014). As has 
been pointed out by Baumann (2006), such a linear conception of norm 
change, which underpins much of conventional constructivist research (in 
both German foreign policy research and IR more generally: see Puetter and 
Wiener 2007), is not fully convincing, because it means that norms either are 
stable and constraining or change almost randomly back and forth (see also 
the critique in Flockhart 2016). 

A third group of studies (the half category mentioned above) engage the 
issue but fall short of ofering an explanation. These studies come in basi-
cally two variants. The frst variant argues that change has actually been only 
incremental and moderate, still being compatible with German antimilita-

21. At this point, some observers will feel reminded of Legro and Moravcsik’s 
(1999, 2000) highly similar and devastating critique of realism. Given the extent to 
which factors other than the international system were accountable for explaining 
policy outcomes in realist explanations of foreign policy, Legro and Moravcsik ques-
tioned whether anybody was still (or ever was) a realist. 
22. Harnisch (2001) makes a similar argument with respect to socialization; more 

recently, Koenig (2020) has argued that Germany has undergone a role adaptation, 
placing more emphasis on multilateralism at the expense of military restraint. 
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rist culture and/or its civilian power role.23 Aside from the fact that the extent 
of change is always a matter of interpretation (Baumann 2006; Hellmann 
2009b), these studies simply state that constructivism passed the test and 
lives to fght another day. The second variant declares out-of-area operations 
outside of constructivism’s jurisdiction altogether (Risse 2007: 59). Obvi-
ously, that approach provides no more insight. 

Finally, a small, slowly growing body of research applies insights from 
critical IR and social theory to the study of German foreign policy, including 
discourse.24 These studies signifcantly broaden our understanding of Ger-
man foreign policy. Nevertheless, research that uses discourse as a main ana-
lytical concept remains slim (Crossley-Frolick 2017), and the few such stud-
ies focus on topics other than military operations or only on individual 
missions, concentrate on questions other than explaining large-scale discur-
sive change, approach the issue from a diferent theoretical vantage point, 
and/or focus primarily on popular culture. With a macrolevel perspective on 
the changing German security discourse, the present study complements 
those previous ones. 

argument: poliCy Change and disCursive 
transformation 

Overall, the widespread acceptance of out-of-area operations remains, to put 
it in more conventional political science terminology, a puzzle in need of 
explanation (Day and Koivu 2019; King et al. 1994: 15). This book shows that 
the common-sense assumption that military operations are essential is the 
result not so much of (what is commonly said to be) factual necessities but of 
a particular, contingent representation of reality within the German secu-
rity discourse, rather than reality itself (which from a poststructuralist point 
of view is unintelligible anyway). To understand the establishment of mili-
tary operations as a social practice (policy change), one needs to take a step 

23. The basic argument that Germany remains a civilian power continues to be 
widespread: see Bjola and Kornprobst 2007; Koenig 2020; Malici 2006; Maull 2006, 
2018; Müller and Wolf 2011; Risse 2007; critical, Hellmann 2002, 2007, 2011, 
2016b. 
24. See Bach 1999; Baumann 2006; Behnke 2012; Eberle 2019; Engelkamp and 

Ofermann 2012; Geis and Pfeifer 2017; Hellmann 1999, 2007; Nonhof and Stengel 
2014; Roos 2012; Schoenes 2011; Shim and Stengel 2017; Spencer 2014; Stark 
Urrestarazu 2015; Stengel 2019b; Zehfuss 2002, 2007; Ziai 2010. 
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back and examine the much larger changes in the German security discourse 
as a whole (discursive change). In the, roughly, past 30 years, the Cold War 
German security order has become replaced by what I call, for convenience’s 
sake, the “discourse of networked security.” According to the new German 
grand strategy that this discourse produces, the old threat of the Soviet 
Union has been replaced by new threats like terrorism, mass migration, and 
environmental problems. Since these threats are globalized, they cannot be 
deterred but require a networked or comprehensive security policy that tack-
les them early on and at the place of their origin,25 while combining the mili-
tary and civilian instruments of diferent actors into a unifed approach. In 
short, a networked security has to be both preventive and (in a broad sense) 
interventionist. Within this discourse, out-of-area operations are rearticu-
lated in two important respects. First, military operations are constructed as 
indispensable within a broader whole-of-government strategy. Second, 
there is a transformation in the relationship between military operations as 
an instrument, on one hand, and peace and security as policy goals, on the 
other: once seen as contrary to peace and security, military operations 
(including the use of military force) have become accepted as a means to 
achieve peace and security. 

To understand how the changing articulation of the military within 
the German security discourse has been made possible, this book traces 
and provides an explanation for the “hegemonization” of the discourse of 
networked security (Nabers 2015: 110; Norval 2004: 145). The term hege-
monization here refers to the process by which a particular discourse man-
ages to assert itself in discursive struggles, successfully establishing itself as 
“a valid and/or dominant world description” (Nonhof 2019: 63). In this 
context, three aspects especially contribute to a particular hegemonic proj-
ect’s chance of success: (1) the construction of a broad range of social 
demands as equivalent (as going hand in hand), (2) the articulation of an 
antagonistic frontier between the Self and a radically threatening Other 
(that blocks the Self’s very identity), and (3) the representation of the total-
ity of equivalent demands by one particular demand (an empty signifer). 
Put simply, incorporating a broad range of demands increases the chance 
of gaining sufcient supporters to become hegemonic, and the identifca-
tion of a clearly discernible root of all evil to be overcome galvanizes het-

25. This policy is also sometimes referred to in the literature as “extended security” 
(Junk and Daase 2013: 139). 
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erogeneous demands into a single project, which is further supported by 
the provision of a common symbol around which subjects can rally (Laclau 
2005a; Laclau and Moufe 2001). In addition to these three factors, a proj-
ect has to be credible when held against the set of sedimented discursive 
practices that make up the normative framework of a given society (Laclau 
1990a). 

Here in particular, I argue, a discourse theoretical approach can beneft 
from engaging with arguments from feminist (e.g., Hooper 2001; Peterson 
and Runyan 1993; Sjoberg and Tickner 2013; Tickner 1988; Wibben 2018; 
Zalewski and Parpart 2008) and decolonial and postcolonial approaches as 
well as with arguments from critical geopolitics in geography (Dalby 1994; Ó 
Tuathail 1994, 1996).26 The legitimation of military operations and, in par-
ticular, of the use of force is a prime example that some phenomena cannot 
be fully understood without taking feminist and postcolonial arguments 
into consideration. Indeed, a signifcant reason arguments for interventions 
(broadly understood) appear convincing is because, at the risk of oversimpli-
fcation, they draw on established gendered representations (e.g., Young’s 
“logic of masculinist protection”; see Young 2003) and civilizationist repre-
sentations of a “modern” West and a “traditional” non-Western Other, 
which, in turn, are linked to older constructions of colonizer and colonized 
(Chakrabarty 2000; Cockburn 2010; Eichler 2014; Masters 2009; Muppidi 
2012; Peterson 2010; Shepherd 2006). By drawing on that body of research, 
this book tries to respond to the criticism that “nonfeminist” research 
(including critical IR) does not sufciently engage with feminist or postcolo-
nial arguments (Åhäll 2018: 2; Chowdhry and Nair 2004a; Steans 2003; Tick-
ner 1997; Wibben 2020; Zalewski 2019). To avoid silencing the importance of 
gender and Eurocentrism and the continued relevance of colonial discourses 
for the legitimation of interventions (and severely limiting explanatory 
power in the process), this book follows the proposal by Ann Towns (2019) to 
weave feminist and postcolonial arguments into the analysis. Having said 
that, readers should be aware that the gender and postcolonial analyses here 
remain limited in the sense that the book is primarily informed by the Essex 

26. Decolonial and postcolonial perspectives comprise a very heterogeneous 
group. In the following discussion, I am using postcolonialism as a shorthand to refer 
to this body of research, but that should not provoke the misconception that this 
group of approaches is monolithic (on postcolonialism in IR, see Barkawi and Lafey 
2006; Chandler 2013; Chowdhry and Nair 2004a; Darby 2009; Dunn 2003; Gro-
vogui 2010; Inayatullah 2014; Vucetic and Persaud 2018). 

Stengel, Frank A. The Politics of Military Force: Antimilitarism, Ideational Change, and Post-Cold War German Security Discourse.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2020, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.10154836.
Downloaded on behalf of Unknown Institution

http:1996).26


Introduction 13 

Revised Pages

 

 
 
 

 
    

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  
  

 
 
 

 

School and, as a consequence, unavoidably falls short of fully realizing the 
“radical potential” of these perspectives.27 

This book shows how the discourse of networked security prevailed. 
First, it transcended the confines of the security discourse more narrowly 
understood, by incorporating a number of different social demands, 
ranging from the security of Germany and its allies, to humanitarian con-
cerns, to environmental protection. It included not only demands previ-
ously considered disparate but even some that were formerly seen to be 
contradictory—most notably, demands for out-of-area operations and 
civilian conflict prevention. Networked security thereby united previ-
ously opposing demands into a single hegemonic project. Second, the 
project clearly identified the source of enduring problems after the end of 
the Cold War, which, against original expectations, had not brought 
about world peace. This alleged root of all evil was the so-called new 
threats, which were articulated as a danger not just to Germany but to the 
entire international community, blocking it from fully establishing itself 
as a stable, democratic, peaceful, and perfectly secure entity. Finally, the 
demand for networked security was articulated as a universal remedy 
through which all of the new threats could be overcome. Networked secu-
rity thus functioned as an empty signifier, a symbolic representation of 
different subjects’ demands and the common good as such. 

Within this larger discourse, military operations were articulated as 
an integral part of a networked approach, providing support for what 
was claimed to be mainly a civilian task. Against the background of 
antimilitarism, the integration of military operations into a networked 
approach was made possible through a highly ambiguous construction 
that articulated military operations as simultaneously indispensable 
and subject to severe limitations. On one hand, German decision mak-
ers argued that military operations were a conditio sine qua non in (net-
worked) whole-of-government operations, often enabling the applica-
tion of civilian means in the first place—for instance, in postwar 
societies. On the other hand, policymakers regularly pointed out (1) the 
limited utility of the military for the management of new threats like 
terrorism and (2) that military operations could, for moral reasons, only 
ever be a means of last resort (ultima ratio). This book argues that pre-

27. I thank one anonymous reviewer for alerting me to this important limitation; 
the formulation about the radical potential of these perspectives is the reviewer’s. 
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cisely this highly ambiguous articulation made out-of-area operations 
possible against the background of sedimented antimilitarist practices. 
Only because policymakers themselves pointed out the limited utility 
of military means for the management of the new threats could they 
credibly claim that those means were nevertheless needed as part of a 
wider approach. Similarly, policymakers’ expression of uneasiness with 
the use of military means contributed to the impression that participa-
tion in military operations was not so much a political decision as a fac-
tual necessity to which policymakers only grudgingly conceded, against 
their own explicit normative convictions.28 

Precisely in this context, the analytical advantage of a poststructuralist 
approach vis-à-vis a conventional constructivist one becomes most clearly 
visible. On face value, decision makers expressing a dislike of military opera-
tions seem to demonstrate the continued relevance of antimilitarism. This 
could be read as evidence supporting the conventional constructivist argu-
ment that antimilitarist norms continue to play an important (constrain-
ing) role in German foreign and security policy or, in Maull’s (2018) termi-
nology, that Germany continues to adhere to a civilian power role. Similarly, 
Koenig (2020: 91) has recently claimed that “the culture of military restraint” 
continues “to set important boundaries for the enactment of ‘international 
responsibility.’” In contrast to that claim, a poststructuralist perspective 
shows how statements expressing a moral aversion to military means are 
actually employed in favor of, instead of against, military interventions.29 

Thus, a poststructuralist approach reveals how apparently antimilitarist 
statements serve to undermine military reticence and how the very meaning 
of antimilitarism is transformed in the process. More broadly, a poststructur-
alist account can help understand instances of what could be called “para-
doxical politics,” that is, situations marked by an at least seeming contradic-
tion between rhetoric and policy action.30 

28. The notion of responsibility has received some attention in the study of Ger-
man foreign and security policy (see Crossley-Frolick 2017; Geis and Pfeifer 2017; 
Schwab-Trapp 2002; Stahl 2017; Stengel 2010, 2019a). 
29. In a similar way, Junk and Daase (2013: 147–48) have pointed out that public 

acceptance depends on how specifc military interventions are framed rather than on 
an inherent (in)compatibility of interventions with culture per se. 
30. The apt term paradoxical politics was suggested by an anonymous reviewer. 
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plan of the book 

This book develops the foregoing arguments in more detail in the following 
chapters. Chapter 1 draws on discourse theory to develop a theoretical frame-
work for the analysis of discursive change, centered around the notion of 
hegemony. It sketches an ideal-type hegemonic process, from the disruption 
(dislocation) of a dominant discourse via discursive struggles between com-
peting projects, to the acceptance, institutionalization, and naturalization 
of one particular discourse as a new discursive order. In line with discourse 
theory, the book conceptualizes hegemony as the result of the interplay 
between (1) the production of a chain of equivalences between previously 
disparate or even contradictory demands, (2) the construction of an antago-
nistic frontier between the Self and a radical Other that blocks the Self’s 
identity, and (3) the representation of the chain of equivalent demands by 
one particularity that, by emptying itself of its particular content, becomes a 
symbol of a fully constituted society. The chapter pays specifc attention to 
the importance of sedimented practices in endowing certain articulations 
with credibility. Chapter 2 takes a closer look at discourse theory’s ontologi-
cal and epistemological commitments and explores what these mean for an 
empirical analysis of processes of hegemonization. In addition, the chapter 
discusses what explanation means in the context of discourse theory, sys-
tematically outlining how such an understanding difers from more conven-
tional, “neopositivist” (P. T. Jackson 2015: 13) notions of explanation. Finally, 
it explains how the theoretical concepts of discourse theory can be trans-
lated into categories for empirical analysis. 

Chapters 3–5 provide a detailed analysis of the changing German secu-
rity discourse since the late 1980s. Chapter 3 examines the old security order 
that provided the general framework of German security policy during the 
Cold War. It shows how a positive German identity (as inherently demo-
cratic and peaceful) was produced through the double exclusion of (1) Ger-
many’s own past and (2) the East, that is, the Warsaw Pact (both of which 
were articulated as oppressive and aggressive). The discussion of the Cold 
War order also functions as a foil against which change can be identifed. The 
chapter then turns to the dislocation of the Cold War order at the end of the 
1980s and the beginning of the 1990s and the discursive struggles that 
ensued as a result. It pays particular attention to the rearticulation of the 
relationship between the discursive elements surrounding peace and mili-
tary force. The chapter details how arguments for military force to be only a 
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means of last resort (an ultima ratio) were reinterpreted in such a way that 
they actually served to legitimize military operations and how German anti-
militarism became transformed in the process. 

Chapter 4 analyzes the emergence of comprehensive security as the cen-
tral concept for the post-unifcation German policy of confict prevention. 
During the 1990s, German decision makers increasingly advocated for the 
combination of military and civilian instruments to combat armed confict 
(what is now known as a networked or whole-of-government approach). The 
clue about this development is that proponents of comprehensive security 
picked up demands, originally voiced by members of the Green Party and 
the peace movement, for more activities in the feld of civilian, as opposed to 
military, confict prevention and rearticulated them as complementary, 
instead of an alternative, to military peace operations. This incorporation of 
competing demands is, I argue, a crucial point that helps explain how mili-
tary operations became acceptable. 

Chapter 5 analyzes the expansion of the discourse of comprehensive 
security after the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 (9/11), from origi-
nally the narrower feld of confict prevention to the security discourse as a 
whole. The main argument developed in this chapter is that as opposed to 
the US, in which 9/11 proved disruptive, Germany already had the discursive 
template of comprehensive security ready to make sense of terrorism, as one 
of the new threats that required a comprehensive or networked approach. As 
a result, the post-9/11 German security discourse is marked not by upheaval 
but simply by the expansion of comprehensive/networked security and its 
establishment as the dominant discursive order (as the general organizing 
frame for German security policy), thus establishing a new grand strategy. At 
the same time, using the example of the “war on terror” discourse, the chap-
ter demonstrates how discourses need to be rearticulated to make them cred-
ible against the background of the specifc sedimented practices of a given 
society. 
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Chapter 1 

Hegemony and Social Transformation 

How Discursive Orders Change 

This chapter develops a theoretical framework with which to analyze discur-
sive change, drawing on Essex School discourse theory (Laclau 1990b, 1996a, 
2005a, 2014g; Laclau and Moufe 2001). More specifcally, the framework (or 
model, in more conventional terms) tries to provide an explanatory account 
of processes of hegemonization, that is, the way in which some discourses 
become widely accepted and institute themselves as a new discursive order 
(an established, dominant discourse) while others fail (Nabers 2015: 110; 
Norval 2004: 145). The efectiveness of diferent discourses is not just of con-
cern to poststructuralists and other researchers primarily interested in dis-
course. As I will elaborate in more detail below, because poststructuralist dis-
course theory understands the social as discursive, basically all forms of 
social change can be analyzed as the result of discursive struggles. 

The chapter is organized in two main parts. I begin with a brief illustra-
tion of discourse theory’s ontological premises,1 focusing specifcally on 
what a shift toward a discursive conception of the social means for social 
analysis and foreign policy more specifcally. Following that illustration, I 
develop the aforementioned theoretical framework to explain social 
change, centered on the notions of dislocation, articulation, and discur-
sive hegemony. The practical consequences that accepting a discursive 
ontology of the social holds for empirical research are discussed in chapter 
2, and chapters 3–5 illustrate the theoretical argument in a detailed case 

1. For the purposes of this discussion, ontology and related terms broadly refer to the 
metatheory concerned with the nature of being (Seinslehre) (see Hofweber 2014; in IR 
also, Monteiro and Ruby 2009). I return to metatheoretical questions in more detail in 
chapter 2. 

17 
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study of the transformation of the German security discourse after the end 
of the Cold War. 

disCourse, the soCial, and foreign poliCy 

Discourse theory’s theoretical starting point and prime concern is to ask 
how meaning is produced. As opposed to common sense, which usually 
treats reality as unproblematic and exogenously given, discourse theory 
directs our attention to meaning-making processes. It claims that how we 
come to understand the world around us (1) is socially (or, rather, discur-
sively) constructed and (2) has signifcant consequences for which behavior 
we commonly deem acceptable in a given situation, including which policy 
options we consider appropriate, rational, and possible (or not) when deal-
ing with certain policy problems (see Holzscheiter 2014; Milliken 1999). 

Like other approaches problematizing forms of naive realism that take 
reality for granted,2 poststructuralism is interested in how we come to under-
stand our world and in the political consequences of accepting one represen-

2. The claim that “reality” (i.e., how we understand it) cannot be taken for granted— 
still potentially controversial, at least to readers informed by a neopositivist or critical 
realist perspective (P. T. Jackson 2010: chs. 3, 4)—is shared by a broad range of theo-
retical approaches across the metatheoretical spectrum, including not just IR post-
structuralism (Campbell 1998; Der Derian and Shapiro 1989; Edkins 1999; Hansen 
2006; Walker 1993; Zehfuss 2002) but, equally, feminist (Hooper 2001; Peterson and 
Runyan 1993; Sjoberg and Tickner 2013; Tickner 1988; Zalewski and Parpart 2008), 
postcolonial (Barkawi and Lafey 2006; Chowdhry and Nair 2004b; Darby 2009; Doty 
1996; Dunn 2003; Said 1979), pragmatist (Friedrichs and Kratochwil 2009; Hell-
mann 2009a, 2016a), and other “critical” perspectives (for an overview, see Zehfuss 
2013), as well as by conventional constructivists (see Hopf 1998; Wendt 1995, 1999) 
and researchers concerned with perception (Jervis 1976), beliefs (Jervis 2006), fram-
ing efects (Bahador et al. 2018; Mintz and Redd 2003), securitization processes 
(Buzan et al. 1998), problem representation (Sylvan 1998; Sylvan et al. 2005), culture 
(Weldes et al. 1999), and the exaggeration (Doig and Phythian 2005; Mueller 2005), 
infation, and “selling” of threats (Freedman 2004; Holland 2012; Kaufmann 2004; 
Western 2005), all of whom implicitly or explicitly acknowledge that what we com-
monly take as a directly accessible, objective reality is at least mediated, if not pro-
duced, by various cognitive and social processes. Put simply, not only do diferent 
people often “see” the same “facts” diferently, but even consensus is the result not 
necessarily of reality mediating between true and false claims but of shared beliefs, 
culture, or discourses. For instance, neither the absence of a forceful response to cli-
mate change nor the hysteria over terrorism among Western policymakers (see, e.g., 
Cook et al. 2016; Mueller and Stewart 2018) can be explained by objective problem 
pressures (i.e., reality as such). 
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tation of reality over another. The main diference between (most of) the 
aforementioned approaches and discourse theory is the latter’s emphasis on 
discourse as the central site where meaning, along with the social itself, is 
produced. Discourse theory assumes that power-laden discursive struggles 
infuence the ways in which we come to understand certain phenomena, the 
need and urgency to address them, which policy instruments we consider 
adequate to deal with them, and so on (Nabers 2015). 

From this theoretical perspective, discourse is the primary site of pro-
cesses like securitization and desecuritization, politicization and depolitici-
zation, and the legitimation and delegitimation of certain policies, actors, 
and so on, as well as the production and reproduction of friends, enemies, 
and so forth (see Stengel and Nabers 2019). Indeed, much of the “pulling and 
hauling” (Allison and Halperin 1972: 43) involved in (foreign) policymaking 
takes place at the level of meaning-making. Understanding exactly what this 
function of discourse means for social analysis and IR more specifcally 
requires clarifying what the term discourse refers to in the context of this 
book, as that term is often used inconsistently or even unsystematically in IR 
and political science research (Nabers 2018). 

Discourses as Relational Systems of Signifcation 

The central assumption of discourse theory as it is understood here is that all 
identity is a product of discourse(s). Identity is understood here broadly, as 
the specifc “meaning, sense or signifcation” ascribed in a certain context to 
a specifc object, practice, symbol, and so on (Torfng 2005b: 153, n1; see also 
Laclau and Moufe 1987: 89). Thus, identity here includes but is not limited 
to the understanding predominant in IR, as denoting a “sense of Self” 
(Berenskoetter 2010; see also Agius and Keep 2018). German identity, for 
example, refers to how “being German” or “Germanness” are understood 
within a specifc context. This context is made up of discourses, which can be 
defned as “relational systems of signifcation” (Torfng 2005a: 14), that is, 
specifc systems in which the meaning of their parts is constructed through 
diferences—and only through diferences (Laclau 2005a: 69; Laclau and 
Moufe 2001: 106). As a consequence, from a discourse theoretical perspec-
tive, identity is purely diferential. 

This relational conception of discourse draws on a number of intellectual 
sources, including the philosophy of Martin Heidegger (see Nabers 2015: ch. 
4) and the structural linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure (2011; see also How-
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arth 2000). The latter is particularly useful in understanding why diference 
is fundamental to meaning-making. Important in the context of this study 
is Saussure’s concept of the sign, which is comprised of a signifer (i.e., a 
sound-image or written word, like “dog”) and a signifed (an entity or con-
cept to which the sound-image refers—in this case, an animal) (de Saussure 
2011: 67). Saussure argues that the relationship between the signifer and the 
signifed is not natural and fxed but “arbitrary” (de Saussure 2011: 67). 

Consider the example of an apple. Common sense would suggest that we 
understand the meaning of the signifer “apple” because the objects it refers 
to share certain inherent characteristics that make it possible for us to recog-
nize them as part of the same group of phenomena. Similarly, one could 
argue that most people understand “democracy” to broadly refer to a form of 
government in which the people (somehow) rule themselves, because that is 
its nonnegotiable core, its “essence.” Although this essentialist view might 
seem convincing at frst glance, it does not actually refect how language is 
used in practice (Howarth 1995: 117–18). Not only does any given signifer 
refer, in practice, to an infnity of signifeds, but the same signifed can be 
referred to by more than one signifer. For example, “apple” can, in principle, 
refer to an infnite number of diferent fruits as well as, for instance, wax 
apples, a computer company, or, in the case of the daughter of Hollywood 
actress Gwyneth Paltrow, a person so named (see fg. 1).3 Similarly, an actual 
apple can be referred to using a number of diferent signifers, such as “fruit,” 
“green round thing,” “food,” and so on. 

Because of such variations, Saussure claimed, the meaning a signifer 
assumes in a given context could not logically be determined by the signifed 
(otherwise it could not change). To the contrary, the specifc meaning a sig-
nifer assumes in a particular context has to be established in opposition to 
other signifers, without any role for the signifed in that process. Put simply, 
we understand what “apple” means in the context of, say, a produce store, 
precisely because it is not a “pear,” a “carrot,” or the “shopkeeper.” In the dif-
ferent context of, for example, a discourse in information technology, the 
signifer “apple” assumes a diferent meaning because it is related to diferent 
signifers: “Apple” refers to technology other than a PC or Android device. 
Thus, for Saussure, meaning is purely diferential, which is what Laclau 

3. A great number of esteemed journals devote their attention to this matter and 
similar ones. A reference to the Daily Mail (Glennie 2012) shall sufce here. 
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Fig. 1. Signifers and signifeds. (By Merve Genç, based on de Saussure 2011: 67.) 

means when he says that “there are no positive terms in language, only dif-
ferences” (1989: 68). 

This perspective has signifcant consequences for how we understand 
political concepts as well. For example, the reason that democracy continues 
to elude attempts at defnition and measurement (see Markof 2011) is pre-
cisely because it has no ahistorical, unchanging essence. What democracy 
(as an idea) means is the contingent, temporary, and context-dependent 
result of ongoing discursive struggles over meaning. Otherwise we would be 
hard-pressed to explain that democracy historically used to be seen as a devi-
ant form of government (Aristotle 1943), is now considered a superior form 
of government by many in Western societies (infamously, Fukuyama 1989), 
yet continues to be politically contested (Boyle 2016; Levitsky and Ziblatt 
2018; Rensmann et al. 2017). Given this fundamental contingency at the 
heart of the social, discourse theorists object to the assumption that there is 
some sort of essence that “drives” society, like the economy in classical 
Marxism or rationally acting individuals (Stäheli 2006: 254–55). 

Importantly, this objection is not only of concern to linguists. If mean-
ing is not determined by the essence of some social phenomenon, practice, 
or object that is simply there to be discovered, it is the product of discursive 
struggles in which power plays a crucial role (Howarth 2010: 313; Laclau and 
Moufe 1987: 82). Discourses are built in practices of articulation, understood 
as “any practice establishing a relation among elements such that their iden-
tity is modifed as a result of the articulatory practice” (Laclau and Moufe 
2001: 105). Articulation links diferent discursive elements together and 
thus temporarily fxes their meaning, transforming them into moments 
within a specifc discourse (Laclau and Moufe 2001: 105–6). Laclau (2005a: 
73) has introduced the notion of social demand as the smallest unit from 
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which discourses are built. The term demand here refers to both a call for 
action and a claim (Laclau 2005a: 73; 2005b: 35), including both normative/ 
moral and epistemic (truth) claims.4 Factual statements are just truth claims 
that imply the demand to be accepted as true. Since any representation of 
reality unavoidably has to simplify, it will unavoidably be partial and, as 
such, political (Bleiker 2001). In Laclau’s words, “there is no such thing as a 
neutral factual description” (2014c: 134; similarly, Horkheimer 1937).5 

To avoid confusion, it is useful to clarify the relationship between articu-
lations, discourses, and related concepts, before moving on. To begin with, 
following Laclau and Moufe (2001: 105), I here use the term articulation to 
refer to both (1) the practice of linking discursive elements and (2) the tem-
porary result of that practice. I use the term discursive formation to refer 
broadly to a connected set of articulations (Nonhof 2006: 138), while I 
reserve the term discourse for those larger discursive formations that are rela-
tively clearly identifable, that is, those that can be more or less clearly delin-
eated thematically and/or in terms of their extension in time and space from 
other discursive formations (Laclau and Moufe 2001: 105). The term dis-
course refers to both specifc discourses and the discursive, that is, the entirety 
of meaning-making practices (Nonhof 2006: 32). 

I here understand discursive orders as those discourses that have reached 
a status of near-universal acceptance and become institutionalized to such a 
high degree that they are taken for granted as quasi-natural. Laclau calls this 
process sedimentation. As Laclau observes with respect to ideas, sedimented 
discursive practices are “those crystallized forms that have broken their link 
with the original intuition from which they proceeded” (2014d: 3).6 Put sim-
ply, although sedimented practices are the contingent result of articulation, 
they are commonly taken for granted as if they were natural, self-evident, 
and without alternative. The opposite of sedimentation is what Laclau refers 
to as reactivation, the process of the denaturalization and contestation of 
sedimented practices, in which their contingency is made visible again 
(1990a: 34; 2014d: 3).7 In the context of this study, what matters most are 
security orders, that is, the dominant discourses around which security pol-

4. I draw here on Nonhof’s (2006: 265) distinction between “stating” (konstatier-
end) and “postulating” (postulierend) claims. 
5. In IR, this view has been expressed prominently by, for example, Cox (1981) and 

George (1994). 
6. In this process, repetition is an important aspect (Antoniades 2008). 
7. A more conventional perspective would call this process “politicization” (see, 

e.g., Zürn 2014; Zürn et al. 2012). 
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icy is organized. Security orders construct what is more conventionally 
called “grand strategy,” an actor’s (mostly a state’s) “theory” of how best to 
achieve security in a given situation (Posen 1986: 13). They provide an overall 
defnition or reading of the security situation, identify and prioritize the 
main threats, formulate the best strategy to deal with them, and specify the 
range of policy instruments to be employed. 

Rethinking the Social as Discursive 

One important aspect of the Laclauian conception of discourse —and argu-
ably the most controversial, certainly to neopositivist social science (P. T. 
Jackson 2015: 13)8—is that it regards the discursive as “co-terminus with the 
social” (Laclau 2012: 411). This conception combines two aspects. First, Laclau 
and Moufe reject the distinction between a (linguistic) discursive and a (non-
linguistic) extra-discursive realm, including, for instance, nonlinguistic social 
practices (Laclau 2005a: 68; Laclau and Moufe 2001: 107). Laclau and Moufe 
insist that all meaningful subjects, objects, and practices are internal to dis-
course (Laclau and Bhaskar 1998: 9; Laclau and Moufe 2001: 107), that what 
diferent theoretical perspectives regard as extra-discursive phenomena, such 
as nonverbal social practices, are, by virtue of being meaningful, inherent to 
discourse. Laclau and Moufe explicitly argue that 

any distinction between what are usually called the linguistic and behav-

ioural aspects of a social practice, is either an incorrect distinction or ought to 

fnd its place as a diferentiation within the social production of meaning, 

which is structured under the form of discursive totalities. (2001: 107) 

The Laclauian notion of discourse thus closely corresponds to what Lud-
wig Wittgenstein has referred to as a “language game” (1999: 5). In his famous 
example of the construction of a wall, Wittgenstein illustrates how two 
builders work together not just on the basis of verbal communication but 
also through meaningful nonverbal actions, such as the handing of a block 
or a slab. Both asking for certain construction materials (e.g., a block) and 
the wordless provision of it are meaningful social action and, as such, part of 
discourse: “The linguistic and non-linguistic elements are not merely juxta-

8. I here refer to those works in political and social science—quantitative and quali-
tative alike—that strive to explain the social world in terms of causal relationships, 
based on a correspondence theory of truth (e.g. King et al. 1994; Mahoney 2010). 
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posed, but constitute a diferential and structured system of positions—that 
is, a discourse” (Laclau and Moufe 2001: 108). 

This broad conception of discourse distinguishes discourse theory from 
other discursive approaches, such as critical discourse analysis (e.g., Fair-
clough 2013; van Dijk 1997, 2006b; Wodak and Meyer 2001), Schmidt’s dis-
cursive institutionalism (2008, 2010, 2017) or, closer to security studies, 
“sociological” versions of securitization theory in IR (Balzacq 2015; Bigo and 
McCluskey 2018; Stritzel 2014), which have a narrower understanding of dis-
course, as confned to linguistic phenomena. The Laclauian concept of dis-
course means that we cannot draw a distinction between discourse, on one 
hand, and, for instance, foreign policy practices, on the other; as a set of 
meaningful boundary-drawing practices that (re)produce identities, foreign 
policy has to be seen as inherent to discourse.9 Such an approach has to 
reject any arguments that link discourse to foreign policy action in a causal 
way (e.g., Banta 2013), simply because the two cannot be conceived of as 
separate. 

A second notable aspect of this concept of discourse is that Laclau and 
Moufe equally contest the distinction between discourse and the social. To 
some extent, their argument echoes previous ones about the productive 
nature of discourse: for instance, Foucault’s statement that discourses “form 
the objects of which they speak” (2002: 54) or Butler’s claim that discourses 
are “performative” (1993: 2). However, Laclau and Moufe either go beyond 
(some of) these claims or at least put them in more unambiguous terms. 
They claim that what we commonly understand to be the social—“the rules, 
norms, values, cultures, identities, institutions, class structures, gender roles 
and so on that make society more than the sum total of individual human 
bodies” (Stengel 2019a: 233)—has no independent existence, no “original 
presence” (Laclau 2012: 391) that is merely represented in discourse. Instead, 
discourse is seen as “the primary terrain of the constitution of objectivity as 
such” (Laclau 2005a: 68), which literally means that the social has no exis-
tence whatsoever outside of discourse. 

If all meaningful social practices, objects, and so on are inherent in dis-
course, the distinction between the discursive and the social vanishes. After 
all, what is the social except the entirety of meaningful subjects, objects, and 
practices? As opposed to a tree, for instance, which has a physical presence in 

9. This broader conception of discourse also informs much of IR poststructuralism 
(see Campbell 1998; Edkins 1999; Hansen 2006; Hellmann et al. 2016a). 
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addition to and independent of the meaning we ascribe to it, social phenom-
ena such as class, race, gender, culture, or even political institutions have no 
independent factual existence beyond their meaning. Thus, while a tree con-
tinues to grow even if the entirety of the human race is unaware of its exis-
tence, the International Criminal Court ceases to exist if people stop repro-
ducing it in discourse, simply because its whole existence consists of nothing 
more than “meaning-in-use” (Wiener 2009). Thus, from a discourse theo-
retical point of view, “ideational factors” (Finnemore and Sikkink 2001: 393) 
such as ideas (Goldstein and Keohane 1993b), norms (Finnemore and Sik-
kink 1998; Jepperson et al. 1996), cultures (Berger 1998; Hudson 1997; Lantis 
2002b), identities (Banchof 1999; Checkel 2001; Vucetic 2017), and role 
conceptions (McCourt 2012; Wehner and Thies 2014) are the contingent, 
temporary, more or less sedimented (institutionalized) product of ongoing 
discursive struggles—as are political institutions (Howarth 2000: x, 102; 
Jacobs 2019;). Thus, despite its name, discourse theory should be under-
stood, above all, as a social and political theory (Nonhof 2007a: 8). 

Let us briefy revisit what this understanding means for the analysis of 
foreign policy and international politics. First, which phenomena are policy 
problems (or even threats) to be dealt with and which policy options and 
instruments are necessary to deal with them is a matter of their context-
specifc and contingent discursive articulation (Rothe 2015; Stengel 2019b). 
Depending on how certain subjects, objects, and practices are endowed with 
meaning, certain policy options will seem more or less appropriate to deal 
with certain policy problems. Second, as noted above, so-called ideational 
factors like the values, norms, identities, and role conceptions that infuence 
human behavior are produced, reproduced, and transformed in discourse. 
Contrary to conventional constructivist scholarship that sees policymakers 
constrained by largely stable ideational factors (e.g., Berger 1998; Finnemore 
and Sikkink 1998; Jepperson et al. 1996; Maull 2000; Shannon 2017), a post-
structuralist approach will see their precise meaning and their compatibility 
with specifc courses for action as the contingent and changeable result of 
discursive struggles; that is, the very compatibility between, say, the use of 
military violence in Afghanistan and German antimilitarism is produced 
and contested in discourse (Nonhof and Stengel 2014). As a consequence, 
what is commonly considered “appropriate” (March and Olsen 1998; Müller 
2004b) behavior for a certain state in a specifc situation—what is morally 
acceptable—is a result of discursive struggles. 

Since both facts and values are discursively produced, ignoring discourse 
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often means starting with a situation in which a number of potential policy 
options have already been excluded as unfeasible, improper, irrational, or 
immoral while others seem like the obvious, self-evident, only courses for 
action, as IR poststructuralists have highlighted (Diez 2001; Doty 1993; Han-
sen 2006; Herschinger 2011). Discourses regulate what can be legitimately said 
and done in a given situation and by whom (Foucault 1971: 8; 1980: 82). As 
Cohn has famously demonstrated in her research on defense intellectuals, it 
can sometimes be extremely difcult to act against dominant behavioral 
expectations in a given situation or even to recognize that alternative courses 
are available (1987, 1990, 1993). At times, certain options are virtually unthink-
able. Negotiating with radical Islamist terrorists, implementing high taxes for 
corporations and the rich, or bans for sport utility vehicles or guns are exam-
ples of potential options that might deal with certain policy problems (terror-
ism, inequality, climate change, and gun violence, respectively) but that are 
usually dismissed out of hand, not because of their proven impracticality, but 
because they appear so extreme or even irrational that they need not even be 
seriously considered. Discourses do not make it physically impossible to say 
something, of course, but they certainly delimit what can be said without dis-
qualifying oneself, one way or another, in the eyes of an audience. 

Although this aspect of discourse has been most prominently high-
lighted by Foucault, it is quite easily translated into Laclauian terminology, 
relying on the notions of credibility and subject positions. Credibility refers 
to a statement’s compatibility with established (sedimented) discursive prac-
tices (Laclau 1990a: 66). Above all, the credibility of an articulation depends 
on whether it clashes with the “ensemble of sedimented practices constitut-
ing the normative framework of a certain society” (Laclau 2000: 82), the 
“basic principles informing the organization of a group” (Laclau 1990a: 66). 
Any statement clashing with these sedimented practices will likely be 
rejected. 

Importantly, this rejection includes both normative/moral and factual/ 
epistemic statements. Articulations can fail to gain acceptance because they 
clash with moral (including legal) principles. In the context of German for-
eign policy, the most relevant set of normative sedimented practices are 
arguably the traditional “normative foundations” (Bosold and Achrainer 
2011) of German foreign policy: most notably, antimilitarism, multilateral-
ism, and Western integration (e.g., Baumann 2011; Maull 2014; Risse 2007).10 

10. I am not claiming that antimilitarism, for example, has a fxed essence. 
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As I discuss in more detail in chapter 3, these traditions are bound up with 
myths (Bevir and Daddow 2015: 279)—in the German case, primarily the 
myth of a “new,” post-1945 Germany that had nothing in common with its 
authoritarian predecessors. Policy demands that openly clash with foreign 
policy traditions will likely be met with rejection. Also, demands incompat-
ible with widely accepted truth claims (“facts”) and the relations between 
them—what political psychologists would call “causal beliefs” (Tetlock 1998: 
641)—will likely fail. For instance, US president Donald Trump’s reported 
2017 proposal to nuke hurricanes was met with ridicule because it is nonsen-
sical from a practical point of view.11 

On the fip side, statements that resonate with and explicitly draw on 
sedimented discursive practices will have an immediate, common-sense 
appeal (Nonhof 2001). In that respect, discourse theory converges with the 
understanding of political psychologists who stress that propositions are 
most likely to be accepted when they “ft  .  .  . more general beliefs” (Jervis 
2006: 651). For instance, that arguments related to national security often 
prove to be a particularly “powerful discursive weapon” (Rothe 2015: 46) is 
the result of sedimented discursive practices according to which national 
security has to take precedence over alternative concerns. Because hege-
monic projects have to incorporate sedimented discursive practices to gain 
credibility, discursive orders are not built from scratch. Rather, they combine 
old and new elements, weaving them together in a form of “discursive ‘bri-
colage’” (Stengel 2019b: 304) and transforming their meaning as a result of 
their changed diferential combination. 

Similarly, intertextual references articulating that demands voiced in 
other, highly sedimented discourses or individual texts are in line with one’s 
own demands can strengthen credibility (Hansen 2006: ch. 4). Widespread 
and highly sedimented “grand discourses” like the ones on justice, freedom, 
welfare, and so on articulate widely accepted basic values. References to such 
values as democratic participation, human rights, the rule of law, a free mar-
ket economy, or the self-determination of peoples can increase the credibil-
ity of a particular project by tying it into established liberal discourses (on 
liberalism, see Freeden 1996, 2003). 

In the same vein, demands for military interventions draw on sedi-

Exactly what these signifers mean is always a matter of their contingent contextual 
articulation. 
11. https://www.axios.com/trump-nuclear-bombs-hurricanes-97231f38-2394-

4120-a3fa-8c9cf0e3f51c.html 
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mented gendered and racialized discursive patterns for credibility. Thus, 
arguments about the need to help women and children (see Carver 2006), 
prominent in interventionist discourses (Darby 2009; Koddenbrock 2012; 
Masters 2009; Sabaratnam 2018; Shepherd 2006), are intuitively convincing 
because they resonate with established notions of masculinity and feminin-
ity that, in turn, are closely associated with certain characteristics, like 
strong/weak, active/passive, protector/victim, rational/irrational, and sober/ 
emotional (with the prior, masculine option being privileged).12 Numerous 
studies have highlighted the intimate links between gender constructions 
and the legitimation of armed forces and military violence.13 One promi-
nent example is the so-called logic of masculinist protection, by which deci-
sion makers invoke the fgure of the soldier as a selfess hero to solicit obedi-
ence from the public in exchange for protection, thus legitimizing not only 
the armed forces but security political decisions, while delegitimizing criti-
cism, which appears ungrateful (Young 2003). Similarly, arguments for inter-
ventions usually draw on what Baaz and Stern (2009: 496) have called the 
“universalized storyline of gender and warring,” according to which men 
and masculinity are intimately bound up with war, while women and femi-
ninity are closely linked to peace (see in particular Elshtain 1982). 

Bound up with gendered discourses, demands for the (often predomi-
nantly white) “modern” Western Self to help (and simultaneously patronize: 
see Campbell et al. 2011; Richmond 2006; Spivak 1988) a (predominantly 
nonwhite) non-Western, “traditional,” somehow backward and passive 
Other often seem credible to Western audiences because they map onto the 
“older binary between colonizer and colonized” (Chandra 2013: 485).14 

Overall, the appeal (in the West) of not just military interventions but also 
often unjust and/or patronizing development or economic policies seems 

12. This point has been discussed at length in feminist IR scholarship: see, e.g., 
Carver 2008; Enloe 2016; Hooper 2001; Peterson 2010; Peterson and Runyan 1993; 
Shepherd 2006, 2007; Sjoberg 2010; Tickner 1988, 1992; Weber 1999, 2014a, 
2014b; Wilcox 2014. The general theoretical underpinnings have been formulated by 
Butler (1990, 1993) and Connell (2005). 
13. The literature on the topic is quite substantial (see Åhäll 2012; Belkin 2012; 

Cohn 1987, 1990, 1993; Eichler 2014; Enloe 2000; 2016; Goldstein 2001; Hooper 
2001; Hutchings 2008; Sjoberg 2011; Stachowitsch 2013; Wibben 2018). 
14. This topic has been discussed at length in postcolonial scholarship in IR: see, 

e.g., Baaz and Verweijen 2018; Barkawi and Stanski 2012; Blaney and Inayatullah 
2018; Chowdhry and Nair 2004b; Crawford 2002; Darby 2009; Doty 1996; Dufeld 
2005; Dunn 2003; Inayatullah 2014; Jabri 2013; Muppidi 2012; Sabaratnam 2018; 
Vucetic and Persaud 2018. 
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difcult to explain without taking into account how arguments in favor of 
them draw on established discursive patterns around gender and moder-
nity/coloniality that depict the non-Western Other as “powerless, ignorant 
or delinquent” (Hutchings 2019: 5) and that reproduce a hierarchy between 
a “modern” West and a “traditional” or otherwise backward non-West.15 

Germany is no exception here. Although German colonialism has often 
been and continues to be dismissed as a rather irrelevant period (mainly due 
to its comparatively short duration), recent historical scholarship has dem-
onstrated that German colonialism had a much more signifcant efect not 
only on colonized peoples but on Germany itself (e.g., Conrad 2012; Fried-
richsmeyer et al. 1998; Perraudin and Zimmerer 2010). Eurocentrism and 
colonial arguments continue to be reproduced not only in German media 
discourse but even in educational practices in school (Macgilchrist et al. 
2017), which is precisely how arguments drawing on colonial rationality 
(e.g., for interventions) appear convincing, because they are familiar in light 
of sedimented practices. 

As a result of the specifc discursive construction of certain issues, some 
policy options are immediately appealing, while others are excluded from the 
start. For example, in the German security discourse, the September 2001 ter-
rorist attacks were articulated as motivated not by rational means-ends con-
siderations but by an irrational ideology (Entman 2003: 424; for a discussion 
of similar arguments in the US, see R. Jackson 2007: 409). This articulation is 
refected, for example, by Chancellor Gerhard Schröder’s claim that the 
attacks were directed against the “civilized world” and its values rather than a 
response to specifc policies (14/187, 19 September 2001: 18301). In articulating 
9/11 as an uncalled-for attack from the outside on a principally benevolent 
(“civilized”) Self, Schröder externalizes the problem. As a consequence, fght-
ing terrorism appeared as the only viable response, while alternative policy 
options, such as negotiations or even the consideration of some arguments of 

15. The modernity/coloniality dichotomy has received signifcant attention in 
postcolonial theory. I here understand coloniality, with Tlostanova, as “a racial, eco-
nomic, social, existential, gender and epistemic bondage created around the 16th cen-
tury, frmly linking imperialism and capitalism, and maintained (though reconfg-
ured) since then within the modern/colonial world” (2012: 132). The important 
point here, in my opinion, is the emphasis on elements of continuity between colo-
nial times and the present, on ways in which the colonial past continues to exert infu-
ence in the present, through, for example, the reproduction of hierarchies between 
former colonizers and former colonized, relations of exploitation, epistemic violence 
(Brunner 2017), and so on. For a more general theoretical discussion see, inter alia, 
Quijano 2007; Mignolo 2007; Mignolo and Escobar 2010. 
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al-Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden, were dismissed as irrational. Foreign Minis-
ter Joschka Fischer claimed in September 2002, 

We will not be able to negotiate with Osama bin Laden. What would [even] 

be the subject of negotiation [Worüber wäre da zu verhandeln]: that they 

should kill fewer innocent people, that they should refrain from destroying 

Israel, that they should desist from terrorism? None of that will work. That is 

why the bitter consequence is [this]: We will overpower this terrorism. We 

will have to defeat it. (14/253, 13 September 2002: 25593) 

As a result of the construction of the terrorist Other as irrational and 
devoid of any rational reasons for the attack, fghting and defeating terror-
ism appears to be the only viable option. More often than not, that one par-
ticular representation of reality becomes accepted as “the truth” or that one 
course for action becomes regarded as the “obvious” or only choice does not 
mean that they objectively are. For instance, the above representation of 
reality articulated by Fischer is but one way of understanding that situation. 
Contrary to the articulation of the terrorist Other as irrational and beyond 
reasoning, bin Laden, in his “Letter to the American People,” claimed that 
the reason behind the attacks was “because you [the US] attacked us and 
continue to attack us” (bin Laden 2002), citing, among other concerns, US 
support for Israel, Somalia, for Russia in Chechnya, for India in Kashmir, and 
for authoritarian governments in Islamic countries. 

My argument here is not that 9/11 was morally justifed or that giving in 
to al-Qaeda’s demands—among them the call to conversion to Islam (bin 
Laden 2002)—would have been a better option. Rather, my point is that dis-
missing any and all of bin Laden’s arguments out of hand, as irrational and 
beyond reasoning, has unintended side efects. Most notably, claiming that 
9/11 is rooted in al-Qaeda’s extremist ideology alone makes it nearly impos-
sible to even entertain the idea that past (and present) Western policies 
might play a role in the creation of anti-Western sentiment. This claim 
stands in contrast to a number of studies that have highlighted the role of 
the West in producing the very problems that are commonly said to origi-
nate outside it, including, most notably, the rise of al-Qaeda and the Taliban 
(Khalilzad and Byman 2000; Mamdani 2002; Muppidi 2012; Patman 2015). 
Even if one does not share Johnson’s argument that 9/11 should be seen as 
“blowback” for past US policies (Johnson 2004a, 2004b), it stands to reason 
that, for example, continued Western support for authoritarian regimes like 
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Saudi Arabia, ill-advised military interventions, and the sustenance for an 
unfair world economic order are not likely to reduce anti-Western sentiment 
(Chandler 2010; Hofmann 2001; Inayatullah 2013a: 334; Mamdani 2005). 
However, such arguments fall on deaf ears if hatred against the West is 
explained away as being exclusively (instead of partly) the result of an 
extremist ideology. If one presumes to already know the “real” reason behind 
the attacks (hatred for “our” values), there is a strong incentive to dismiss 
any reasons given, as mere rhetorical window dressing or the ramblings of a 
lunatic. Moreover, by taking a madman’s arguments seriously, one edges 
uncomfortably close to madness. Yet the construction of the terrorist Other 
stands in the way of seriously questioning the role of Western policies in the 
reproduction of violence. 

The credibility of a given statement is infuenced not only by its content 
but by the subject position of the speaker, which specifes the latter’s posi-
tion within the discursive order. Discourse is far from a level playing feld, 
and depending on their subject positions, subjects will be able to speak with 
authority on certain matters and within a specifc context (say, as a doctor in 
a medical discourse) or not (Foucault 1971: 17, 2002; Laclau and Moufe 1987: 
82). This authority is regulated, above all, by institutions (including public 
ofces), understood here as sedimented practices that ofer subject positions 
endowed with certain rights and privileges (Laclau 1996d: 43).16 For instance, 
in matters of security policy, high-ranking Bundeswehr ofcers are com-
monly considered experts and, as such, authorized to speak on these mat-
ters. At the same time, even the inspector general of the Bundeswehr, the 
highest-ranking ofcer in the German armed forces, is not authorized to 
speak in the German Bundestag, because that privilege is reserved for mem-
bers of parliament (MPs), the federal government, and the upper house, the 
Bundesrat (art. 43 GG). 

Aside from formal authority that derives from holding an ofcial post, 
the credibility of individual speakers can vary because they occupy more 
informal subject positions due to, for example, their personal standing 
within a certain group (or lack thereof). One example is the role in the Bund-
estag of the left-wing party Die Linke, whose members are usually not taken 
seriously in matters of security policy by the more established parties, due to 

16. As opposed to continuing claims that discourse theory “failed fully to take on 
board the institutional dimension of politics, resulting in a view of politics that is 
largely devoid of institutions” (Panizza and Miorelli 2013: 302), discourse theory 
allows for an incorporation of institutions into its framework (Jacobs 2019). 
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a mixture of what is said to be the party’s populist and utopian attitude as 
well as its history. Die Linke is the successor of the Socialist Unity Party (Sozi-
alistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands, SED), which ruled the German Dem-
ocratic Republic (GDR) until 1989/90 (Hough 2000: 127), and Die Linke’s 
critics argue that the party has failed to reappraise and deal with its own 
authoritarian past, which disqualifes its members from legitimately speak-
ing up on topics of oppression and violence, in particular. As a consequence, 
statements by Die Linke MPs are often dismissed out of hand, without any 
engagement with the contents of the argument (see, e.g., zu Guttenberg, 
16/49, 19 September 2006: 4816). 

By providing a particular and always partial interpretation of reality, dis-
courses make some courses for action more likely than others. Discourses 
regulate not only what can be said and done but also who is authorized to say 
and do certain things in a given context. The discourse theoretical concep-
tion of the subject is bound up with the possibility of social change. 

disloCation, artiCulation, and hegemony: how 
disCursive Change works 

In principle, we can analytically distinguish between two types of discursive 
change, depending on their extent. Microlevel discursive change is limited 
to change within an existing discursive order, whereas macrolevel discursive 
change refers to transformation in the dominant discursive order as a whole 
(Stengel 2019b).17 In this context, the distinction between microlevel and 
macrolevel change is heuristic; in reality, discursive change is best under-
stood as a continuum, not a binary category. Moreover, the empirical dis-
tinction between microlevel and macrolevel change has to be seen as a (per-
formative) interpretation rather than the objective description of an 
independent reality (see chapter 2). Nevertheless, the distinction is intro-
duced here to be able to distinguish the transformation of whole discursive 
orders from change within an existing order. This distinction is relevant 

17. The use of micro and macro in this context should not be confused with the use 
of these terms in sociology, where microsociology is the “detailed analysis of what 
people do, say, and think,” while macrosociology is concerned with far-reaching and 
long-term social processes (Collins 1981: 984). Microlevel discursive change can 
afect whole societies, because the reference point is not the size of the group but the 
extent to which a discursive order is transformed. 
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because attempts to rearticulate discourses will face more or less obstacles 
depending on the extent of change. As a rule of thumb, far-reaching discur-
sive changes rearticulating entire discursive orders will be more difcult to 
achieve, because they go against and seek to transform conventional wisdom 
and/or widely accepted normative commitments, whereas rearticulations at 
the microlevel primarily have to be credible against the background of sedi-
mented discursive practices. 

Subjectivity, Dislocation, and Rearticulation 

In contrast to more rationalist or conventional constructivist approaches in 
political science and IR (e.g., Elster 1988; Scharpf 1997: 19) that take some 
“pre-social individuality” (Wendt 1999: 179) as a given, poststructuralists 
usually stress processes of “subjectivation” (Laclau 2000: 78), that is, pro-
cesses through which individual human beings are “made” into subjects by 
becoming part of society (Foucault 1982: 777; see Howarth 2013; Nabers 
2018).18 Concentrating on subjectivation means to question how a given 
subject’s identity—its sense of Self—is constituted in discourse. Understood 
this way, identity refers to the ways in which an individual or collective sub-
ject is signifed (diferently) in diferent discursive contexts. 

Discourses provide subject positions that human beings can embrace or 
with which they can identify. Individual human beings can identify with a 
number of diferent subject positions, depending on the context. For exam-
ple, the same human being can be a soldier, mother, political activist, cus-
tomer, or voter, to name just a few. All of these diferent subject positions are 
associated, within a specifc discursive context, with certain characteristics, 
behavioral expectations, rights, responsibilities, and so on. The most obvi-
ous example here is gender discourse, which intersects with thematic dis-
courses and infuences standards of appropriateness along gendered lines. 
For example, a soldier (coded masculine) is commonly expected to be ratio-
nal, decisive, strong, tough, brave, emotionally detached, and in control, 
while a mother (coded feminine) is commonly expected to be caring and 

18. This process is sometimes referred to as “subjectivization” (Rancière 1992), 
“subjectifcation” (Mansfeld 2000: 62), or “objectifcation” (Foucault 1982: 777). 
The distinction between human beings and subjects is purely theoretical, as “mere,” 
presocial human beings do not occur in practice; individuals are always already 
embedded in discursive structures and, as such, always already specifc subjects (Non-
hof and Gronau 2012: 123). 
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nurturing toward her children (Basham 2016; Higate 2003; Hooper 2001; 
Miller 2005).19 Similarly, political leaders are commonly expected to be 
rational, decisive, and strong, which is why being seen as “soft” (e.g., on ter-
rorism) can undermine a politician’s authority (Jones 2004; Millar 2018; 
Tickner 1988; Young 2003). Gender is but one example of how subjectivation 
works, but it illustrates how powerful discourses can be, not through physi-
cal coercion, but by creating expectations for what is “proper” conduct for a 
certain class of people. Again particularly instructive in this context is 
Cohn’s research (1987, 1990, 1993) on how constructions of masculinity and 
femininity regulate what can (not) be legitimately expressed in a national 
security setting. 

This rather far-reaching infuence of discourse brings up the question of 
what is commonly referred to in IR as “agency” (e.g., Doty 1997; Wendt 1987; 
Wight 1999b), meaning the possibility of deliberate, purposeful action by 
human beings, undetermined by social structures. Needless to say, the idea 
that subjects are discursively produced has not been met with universal 
acclaim, primarily because it clashes with more conventional political sci-
ence explanations in which policy outcomes are usually analyzed by focus-
ing on intentional actions (within the constraints provided by institutions 
and/or other structural features, like anarchy) of rational actors endowed 
with free will (e.g., Elster 1988; Keohane 1984; Moravcsik 1997; Scharpf 1997: 
19; Waltz 1979). 

Contrary to critics’ claims that poststructuralism denies the possibility 
for strategic action and reduces human agents to “passive bearers” of dis-
courses (Stritzel 2012: 551; similarly, Bevir and Rhodes 2003: 43), which 
would ultimately deny the possibility of social change (Laclau 1990a: 35), 
discourse theory does not dispense with human agency. There are at least 
two reasons for why human beings are not mere implementation automats 
for discursive structures. The frst point concerns the multiplicity of individ-
ual identity. Any human being is always embedded in and constituted as a 
subject by multiple discourses. A single person can identify with a number of 
diferent subject positions, and the behavioral expectations associated with 
each diferent subject position can sometimes interfere with and contradict 
each other (Eberle 2019: 19). 

The second aspect is commonly discussed under the heading of “unfx-

19. I am simplifying here for illustrative purposes. Military masculinity/ies is a 
good deal more complicated and contradictory than the example suggests (Belkin 
2012; Henry 2017). 
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ity” or “dislocation.” It is the basis for the possibility of social change. Con-
trasting Saussure’s structural linguistics with poststructuralism is illustrative 
here. Although Saussure stresses the arbitrariness of the sign, he presumes a 
strict isomorphism between a diferential system of signifers and a corre-
sponding diferential system of signifeds (Laclau 1989: 68), in which each 
single signifer in a discursive formation corresponds to one single signifed 
(Torfng 1999: 87–88). Such a system leaves no room for change, because it is 
eternally fxed. In contrast, poststructuralist discourse theory emphasizes 
the simultaneous subversion and exceeding of any particular identity 
(Laclau and Moufe 2001: 104). On one hand, every signifer can, in princi-
ple, be attached to every signifed (see the example of the signifer “apple” 
discussed earlier in this chapter). On the other hand, any signifed can be 
equally represented by an infnite number of signifers. 

In Laclau and Moufe’s (2001: 104) words, each identity is “overdeter-
mined.” When the meaning of a specifc signifer is fxed within a specifc 
discursive context, it assumes one particular meaning out of a principally 
infnite number of possible meanings, while all other meanings are excluded. 
The signifer (a discursive element) is “reduced to a moment” of a particular 
discourse (Laclau and Moufe 2001: 106); its meaning is narrowed down and 
(temporarily) fxed. As a consequence, any specifc connection between a 
signifer and a signifed is context-dependent and rests on the exclusion of a 
plethora of potential other meanings. This also applies to discourses as total-
ities, which are made up of moments. Thus, from the perspective of any spe-
cifc discourse, there is always a “surplus of meaning” (Laclau and Moufe 
2001: 111)—all other potential meanings that are excluded in a specifc con-
text. The entirety of excluded potential meanings is what Laclau and Moufe 
call the “feld of discursivity” (2001: 111). 

In practice, then, meaning can always only be temporarily fxed. The sig-
nifer “freedom,” for example, assumes a very specifc meaning in the con-
text of neoliberalism and an altogether diferent one in a Marxist discourse 
(Biebricher and Johnson 2012: 205; Wolf 2011). Any claim to what freedom 
really means remains principally open to being questioned and challenged. 
Both Marxism and neoliberalism ultimately fail to monopolize the meaning 
of freedom and thus remain vulnerable to rearticulation (Laclau and Moufe 
2001: 106–7). Neither the meaning of a single signifer nor that of a discur-
sive totality can ever be completely fxed (Laclau 1989: 69). As a consequence 
of this inability to monopolize meaning, of the “impossibility of closure” 
(Laclau and Moufe 2001: 122), any and all discursive structures are charac-
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terized by a “lack” (Laclau 1994: 3). Any structure is marked “an ineradicable 
distance from itself” (Laclau 1990a: 60). 

In New Refections on the Revolution of Our Time, Laclau introduced the 
term dislocation to refer to this chronic, “constitutive” disruption of all dis-
cursive structures (1990a: 39; see also Laclau 1997: 302).20 Because discourse 
theory conceives of the social as coextensive with discourse, the social as 
such—cultures, identities, institutions, and so on—is equally marked by a 
chronic incompleteness. Thus, a poststructuralist account would highlight 
the context-dependent, contingent, contested, inconsistent, and sometimes 
even contradictory nature of the ideational factors that conventional con-
structivists usually take to be rather stable (Nonhof and Stengel 2014).21 

Social identities in general are marked by the unstable, dislocated nature of 
all discursive formations, since “there is no social identity fully protected 
from a discursive exterior that deforms it and prevents it becoming fully 
sutured” (Laclau and Moufe 2001: 111). 

Dislocation is also mainly why the charge that poststructuralism leaves 
no room for agency is misguided. Because no discourse can fully fx mean-
ing, any discourse will unavoidably encounter events that it cannot incorpo-
rate, domesticate, or explain, which further contributes to dislocation. In 
this moment of dislocation, when the discursive structure is disrupted by 
events it cannot incorporate, the links between diferent moments of the 
discursive formation are loosened. As a result, these moments transform 
into “foating signifer[s],” open to rearticulation (Laclau 1989: 80).22 The 
subject comes into play here. Because the structure is always dislocated to 
some extent, it fails to fully determine the subject (Panizza and Miorelli 2013: 
2). The subject always has some degree of “wiggle room.” In this way, the 
dislocation of the structure is “the source of freedom” (Laclau 1990a: 60). 

20. For highly insightful discussions of dislocation, see Nabers 2017, 2019. 
21. Some constructivists too have pointed to the contested nature of ideational fac-

tors like identity or culture (e.g., Biehl et al. 2013: 12; Katzenstein 2003: 738). For 
critique of constructivists’ static conception of ideational factors, see Baumann 2006; 
Bially Mattern 2005; Flockhart 2016. 
22. I am not claiming that discourses are momentarily disrupted by external shocks 

or crises. What I mean by a dislocatory event is the “pure event” that, precisely because 
it cannot be represented, only appears as an “interruption in the normal course of 
things, a radical dislocation” (Laclau 1996b: 73–74, italics removed; see also Lund-
borg 2012). Once a pure event has been represented—e.g., as a shock or a crisis (on the 
construction of crises, see Nabers 2015, 2017; Widmaier et al. 2007)—and thus 
becomes a discursive event, it is simply another moment in the discursive structure, 
with a specifc meaning (Marchart 2007: 74). 
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This freedom is a mixed blessing at best. Since social identities are pro-
duced in discourse, the lack at the heart of any discursive structure also 
means that the subject, while having some degree of freedom, has to cope 
with a disrupted identity. Like the structure as a whole, the subject’s identity 
(collective or individual) is a “failed structural identity” (Laclau 1990a: 44, 
italics in original). As a consequence, the subject experiences its freedom as 
distressing. Incorporating insights from Lacanian psychoanalysis,23 Laclau 
conceived of the subject as “split” (1995: 159) or “traumatized” (Panizza and 
Miorelli 2013: 315; Torfng 2005a: 17)—a subject “condemned to be free” 
(Laclau 1990a: 44, italics in original). 

The subject deals with this lack at the heart of all identity by embracing 
diferent attempts to “re-suture” the dislocated discursive structure (Norval 
2004: 142) or, more precisely, with subject positions ofered by specifc dis-
cursive formations.24 Laclau uses the term identifcation for the subject’s deci-
sion to embrace a specifc subject position provided by a discourse (2000: 
58). Because all discursive structures are dislocated to some extent, the sub-
ject can always only gain an incomplete identity as a result of identifcation 
(Laclau 1990a: 44). Rather than being able to attain a stable identity, the sub-
ject is constantly “literally ‘forced’ to act and identify anew” (Howarth 2005: 
323), condemned to forever chase a full identity that remains out of grasp. 
Although complete fxation, “closure,” remains an unattainable goal, the 
subject cannot escape from ongoing attempts to reach it (Laclau and Moufe 
2001: 112, 22).25 

Two aspects are important to note in this context. First, the subject’s deci-
sion takes place “in an undecidable terrain” (Norval 2004: 143). Here, unde-
cidability means not that a decision is impossible but, rather, that the deci-
sion is not determined by the structure. In Laclau’s words, it refers to “that 
condition from which no course of action necessarily follows” (1996b: 78). 

23. For IR studies informed by Lacanian psychoanalysis, see, in particular, Eberle 
2019; Epstein 2011; Solomon 2014; Zevnik 2016. 
24. Subjects cannot always choose to (or refuse to) identify with subject positions; 

they might not be authorized to speak in a particular discourse or may be physically 
absent. Still, their particular articulation can legitimize certain policies. For instance, 
the construction of helpless women and children can help justify armed interven-
tions (Shepherd 2006: 20). 
25. This view is quite similar to arguments about ontological security, according to 

which subjects strive for a stable, continuous, whole identity over time (Eberle and 
Handl 20208; Mitzen 2006; Steele 2008). However, a discourse theoretical perspec-
tive places emphasis on the inescapable “basic ambiguity at the heart of all identity” 
(Laclau 2000: 58). 
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Decisions in an undecidable terrain are radical insofar as they “cannot appeal 
to anything in the social order that would operate as its ground (otherwise it 
would not be radical)” (Laclau 1994: 4). From a Derridean perspective, this 
situation would be called “aporia,” a state in which no single, obvious way 
forward exists on the basis of normative principles, because neither of the 
available options would “satisfy all rules, principles, and obligations at the 
same time” (Zehfuss 2018: 46). In such situations, the subject is forced to 
identify with one of a number of competing interpretations of reality, with-
out being guided by, for example, normative principles (because that would 
mean that it is not really a decision) that would unambiguously identify a 
single “right way forward” (Zehfuss 2007: 262). For Laclau, then, the moment 
of decision is the location of politics and the political, understood as the 
“practice of creation, reproduction and transformation of social relations” 
(Laclau and Moufe 2001: 153).26 Politics, as Critchley aptly puts it, is “the 
realm of the decision” (2004: 113; see also, recently, Leek and Morozov 2018). 

This moment of dislocation is precisely where agency, in the traditional 
IR sense, is located. Howarth observes, 

If both the structure and subject are marked by a fundamental foreclo-

sure—an impossibility which becomes evident in moments of disruption— 

then in certain conditions the subject is able to act in a strong sense: to iden-

tify with new objects and ideologies. This moment of identifcation is the 

moment of the radical subject, which discloses the subject as an agent in its 

world. (2010: 314) 

The failure of the discursive structure, the “distance between the undecid-
able structure and the decision” (Laclau 1990a: 30), makes intentional ac-
tion possible and, at the same time, compels the subject to act. 

Notable, second, is that the incompleteness of the structure does not 
equal its complete absence. The subject is not determined by the structure, 
but it is not completely unconstrained either. The subject’s decision takes 
place within a setting of sedimented discursive practices, not all of which 
will be entirely dislocated (Laclau 1990a: 35; Nonhof and Gronau 2012). 
How much wiggle room the subject has in a given situation—and therefore 

26. I understand “politics” here as concerned with specifc decisions in concrete 
contexts (at the ontic level), while I understand “the political” as an ontological hori-
zon for all possible decisions at the ontic level (Laclau 2012; Laclau and Zac 1994; 
Nabers 2015). 
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the possibility for change—depends on the extent to which the discursive 
structure is dislocated. As a rule of thumb, “the more dislocated a structure 
is, the more the feld of decisions not determined by it will expand” (Laclau 
1990a: 39–40, 66), that is, the more space opens up for political attempts to 
rearticulate the structure, including deliberate, strategic action. 

The chronic dislocation of all discursive structures makes social change 
possible. The openness of all social structures means that they are vulnerable 
to rearticulation, and the ambiguity and instability of meaning means that 
specifc representations are always open to be challenged. That is particu-
larly the case with foating signifers such as “freedom,” which have a difer-
ent meaning in diferent discourses and, as a result, remain more contested 
than other signifers (Laclau 1997: 306). As a consequence of dislocation, dis-
cursive structures are always in fux to some extent, subject to ongoing pro-
cesses of rearticulation, in which the discursive elements are rearranged. 
This rearticulation is how change at the microlevel functions: because sub-
jects are constantly involved in articulatory practices (through speech and 
nonverbal action), discursive elements are constantly rearranged in these 
ongoing practices. 

Whether specifc attempts to rearticulate practices at the microlevel are 
accepted or provoke resistance depends, above all, on their credibility, that 
is, their compatibility with sedimented practices. Since sedimented prac-
tices do not always form a coherent whole, attempts at rearticulation can be 
successful by drawing on certain sedimented practices while challenging 
others. One example for such change, in which moments within a discursive 
order are rearticulated without the establishment of a new order, is the 
expansion of the category of new threats. As the empirical chapters of this 
book trace in much more detail, at the heart of the post-unifcation security 
discourse was the claim that the old Soviet threat had been replaced by new 
threats like armed conficts, terrorism, and state failure. The establishment 
of the category of new threats itself was the result of macrolevel change, but 
even after its establishment, that category remained subject to rearticula-
tion, as discourse participants continued to articulate additional phenom-
ena as part of the new threats. Over time, new phenomena like piracy or 
cyberterrorism were incorporated into the discourse and integrated into the 
category of new threats. This expansion of the category was possible because 
discourse participants could make credible arguments that new or previ-
ously neglected phenomena were actually causally linked to previously 
known new threats, with, for instance, cyberterrorism and cybercrime being 
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digital versions of terrorism and organized crime or with piracy contributing 
to and feeding of state failure and poverty. The success of such relatively 
limited rearticulations, in which new elements are added to an existing dis-
cursive order without the latter being overturned, depends, above all, on 
their credibility vis-à-vis the set of sedimented practices, that is, on their 
compatibility with the existing order. 

However, processes of identifcation do not necessarily have to lead to 
change. In principle, we can distinguish between a political response to dis-
location, in which established social relations are publicly contested and 
potentially rearticulated (Laclau 1990a: 35), and an ideological one, which 
aims to “repair or cover over the dislocatory event before it becomes the 
source of a new political construction” (Glynos and Howarth 2007: 117). In 
line with this distinction, political demands challenge established practices 
(Glynos and Howarth 2007: 115). In contrast, ideology refers to the moment 
of closure in which a specifc project temporarily and partially fxes meaning 
(Laclau 2006: 103, 14). Ideology conceals the contingency of the social, 
because it necessitates that a contingent and unavoidably incomplete iden-
tity presents itself as fully constituted, self-transparent, and quasi-natural 
(Laclau 2014b: 15–16). Ideological in that sense, for instance, is speaking 
about “the West” as if it was unproblematic and had an existence indepen-
dent of articulatory practices reproducing it (see Hall 1992; Hellmann and 
Herborth 2016; P. T. Jackson 2006; Klein 1990). Laclau uses the terms myth 
and social imaginary to refer to ideological representations, with myth sim-
ply denoting “a principle of reading of a given situation” (1990a: 61). For 
Laclau, ideology is not a pejorative term (2006: 114); in fact, given that repre-
sentations will unavoidably be partial, ideology is inescapable, because the 
only alternative to ideological representations would be to have “no mean-
ing at all” (2014b: 16). 

In sum, discourse theory conceives of all social structures and identities 
as partially dislocated, which makes them vulnerable to rearticulation and 
forces the subject to identify with attempts to repair the discursive structure, 
promising (the illusion of) a full identity. Because structures are dislocated, 
the subject is forced to fll in the gaps through constant acts of identifcation, 
thus reproducing and gradually transforming the discursive order. The suc-
cess of minor rearticulations depends, above all, on their credibility, that is, 
the extent to which they resonate with established sedimented practices. 
Things are more complicated when it comes to macrolevel discursive change, 
because it seeks to change a signifcant part of the sedimented discursive 
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order itself. While credibility also plays an important role here, attempts to 
replace or transform a discursive order—so-called hegemonic projects—need 
to have a much broader appeal. 

Hegemony and the Transformation of Discursive Orders 

I have specifed, in a general fashion, how agency and social change can be 
conceptualized from a discourse theoretical perspective. How whole discur-
sive orders are transformed remains for analysis. I presume here that the 
more far-reaching attempts to rearticulate established discourses are, the 
more obstacles they will face. Humans are creatures of habit, and constantly 
questioning social practices would simply paralyze people. If people were to 
constantly, say, question the necessity of stopping at a red light, calculate the 
risk of getting caught riding the bus without a ticket vis-à-vis the costs of 
buying one before every ride, or think through the potential consequences 
(for the environment, workers’ rights, one’s own health, the continued exis-
tence of patriarchy, racism, capitalism, etc.) of buying a certain product, life 
would grind to a halt. As a consequence, much of social life is organized 
around taken-for-granted, routinized social practices, which we often simply 
reproduce without question (Glynos and Howarth 2007: 104). 

How, then, does discursive change at the macrolevel happen? As opposed 
to, for instance, either a critical realist approach arguing for a “‘rump’ mate-
rialism” that constrains which articulations (constructions) of material real-
ity are possible (Banta 2013; Wendt 1999: 110) or some poststructuralist 
approaches that distinguish a discursive from an extra-discursive realm (e.g., 
Diez 2014), discourse theory ofers an explanation inherent to discourse. 
Central here is the notion of hegemony, the process by which some hege-
monic projects—attempts to establish the dominance of a specifc discursive 
formation built around a broad, comprehensive demand (Nonhof 2019: 
76)—manage to prevail over competing projects. In its broadest sense, the 
term hegemony refers to the “operation of taking up, by a particularity, of an 
incommensurable universal signifcation” (Laclau 2005a: 70). Put simply, it 
means that a specifc demand (a particularity) assumes the function of a 
symbol not only of a broad range of social demands but also of the “absent 
fullness of society” (Laclau 2005a: 71),27 that is, the (unattainable) ideal of a 

27. “Absent fullness” means that although full closure is impossible (hence 
“absent”), the ideal of a fully constituted society is still present as a desire, as an unat-
tainable goal that nevertheless remains out of reach. 
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perfect (i.e., fully constituted) society (the universal) in which all demands 
are fulflled. At the same time, if hegemony is successful, one particular way 
of understanding the world (one particular discourse) establishes itself as the 
only valid understanding of the world (a universal).28 

Ideal-typically,29 a hegemonic process involves a number of diferent 
steps, beginning with the dislocation of an established discursive order and 
ending with the institutionalization of a new one. Figure 2 provides a simpli-
fed illustration of this process, which is a continuous cycle rather than a 
closed system with a fxed beginning and end. This process is not as straight-
forward in reality as the fgure suggests, nor are the diferent steps of the pro-
cess as neatly separable or as uncontested; they are much more characterized 
by discursive struggles and contradictions. The fgure primarily serves as a 
heuristic device to make the process more easily understandable. 

Hegemony begins with the dislocation of an established discursive order. 
As a result of dislocation, its legitimacy is increasingly questioned by sub-
jects, and discursive struggles emerge between the advocates of diferent 
hegemonic projects to replace and/or fx the disrupted order. Subjects will 
identify with one or another hegemonic project in order to repair their own 
disrupted identities. At some point, one particular project will gain wide-
spread acceptance, replacing the old discourse. Along with this replacement 
goes the erasure of the project’s origin in political struggles, as the project 
becomes naturalized as the single valid (instead of just one possible) way of 
understanding the world. 

A number of “design characteristics” infuence a hegemonic project’s 
chance of success. To begin with, the project has to demonstrate what Laclau 
terms “its radical discontinuity with the dislocations of the dominant struc-
tural forms” (1990a: 67). In simple terms, a new hegemonic project has to 
“learn from the failure of previous discourses” (Nabers 2009: 197). After all, 
hegemonic struggles emerge because the dominant order failed to incorpo-
rate and make sense of certain dislocatory events, and any project aspiring to 
become the new dominant order has to make a convincing case that it would 
fair signifcantly better. Beyond ofering concrete solutions to problems for 
which the old order could not account, much less provide solutions, any 

28. This result corresponds to what Spivak calls “worlding” (1985: 243). 
29. I refer here to an ideal type in Max Weber’s sense, that is, a simplifed account of 

what actually are “complex, contingent processes” (Nabers 2015: 125). This corre-
sponds to what more conventional accounts would call a “model” (King et al. 1994: 
49). 
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Fig. 2. Hegemonization. (Based on Stengel and Nabers 2019: 256.) 

new project has to entail the much broader (and ultimately unavoidably 
empty) promise that it will realize the vision of a fully constituted identity. 

Any hegemonic project has to include an ideological or mythical ele-
ment, functioning as an “incarnation of the form of fullness as such” (Laclau 
1990a: 66), thus concealing the “radical contingency of social relations” 
(Glynos and Howarth 2007: 113). Such myths provide a powerful vision for a 
better future, often simultaneously creating a mythical past where the Self 
was allegedly still whole. Myths essentially provide hegemonic projects with 
an element of “re-enchantment” (Nesbitt-Larking and McAuley 2017), 
increasing the chance of a subject’s afective investment with the project. 
This important “fantasmatic” aspect of hegemonic projects has been high-
lighted particularly by scholars infuenced by Lacanian psychoanalysis 
(Eberle 2019; Solomon 2014; Zevnik 2016). One example of such use of myth 
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is Donald Trump’s hegemonic project to “make America great again,” which 
strives to restore the US to its (mythical) Cold War status of being respected 
in the world (Nabers and Stengel 2019b). 

In addition, like individual articulations, larger hegemonic projects have 
to be credible. Although hegemonic struggles take place under the condition 
of a dislocated structure, they are not completely unstructured either. Not 
just any interpretation has an equal chance of being accepted. A discourse 
approach does not mean that anything goes. Hegemonic struggles always 
take place on a “partly sedimented terrain” (Thomassen 2005: 295). 

Beyond radical discontinuity and credibility, the relative efectiveness of 
competing hegemonic projects is infuenced mainly by three core elements: 
(1) the articulation of a chain of equivalent demands, (2) the construction of 
an antagonistic frontier, and (3) representation by which one demand sym-
bolizes the chain of equivalent demands as a whole. These three “ingredi-
ents” are intertwined in practice and are only separated here for analytical 
reasons. They need not all be present. However, as I explain below, articulat-
ing a project in such a way that it includes these three features will likely 
improve the chance that subjects will identify with it. 

To begin with, replacing a discursive order—say, a national security order 
or an entire economic order—requires the forging of a broad unifed move-
ment. To achieve this, a hegemonic project has to incorporate a wide range 
of demands, some of them originally articulated by other groups in society, 
to increase the chance that a broad number of subjects will identify with it. 
A project has a better chance of becoming hegemonic if it manages to articu-
late previously disparate or even contradictory demands as equivalent and 
going hand in hand, thus forming a “chain of equivalences” (Laclau 1996d) 
or “equivalential chain” (Laclau 2012: 413). Put simply, the construction of 
equivalence is an appeal to social actors that “(actually) we want the same 
[thing]” (Wullweber 2012: 9). Hegemony is essentially about the formation 
of a unifed project out of formerly disparate demands, through which a new 
discursive order is formed (Howarth 2000: 109). The chain of equivalence 
includes not only demands in a narrow sense (for, say, external security, 
environmental protection, development, and peace) but equally diferent 
subjects and their (ascribed) demands (e.g., an articulation of “the West” 
implicitly presumes a convergence of interests among, say, the US, the 
United Kingdom, France, and Germany). 

In principle, a broader chain of equivalent demands—incorporating 
more disparate or contradictory demands as equivalent—improves a proj-
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ect’s chance to become accepted, simply because more subjects will fnd 
“their” demands taken seriously and given voice. A project is particularly 
powerful if it manages to (credibly) articulate previously contradictory 
demands as equivalent (e.g., the welfare state proclaims to ofer a way out of 
the class confict between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie). If these 
demands can be rearticulated as actually equivalent, a hegemonic project 
can claim to represent not just special interests but the will of “the people” as 
such. 

The breadth of a chain of equivalences is somewhat of a double-edged 
sword, however. The rearticulation of previously contradictory demands 
also increases the chance that their rearticulation as equivalent is not credi-
ble in light of relevant sedimented practices (Laclau 2014b: 19–20), that is, 
with what is commonly held to be (factually) true and (morally) right. For 
instance, the chance that convinced Marxists will identify with a project 
that articulates proletarian and bourgeois demands as equivalent is slim, 
simply because accepting it would require abandoning Marxist axioms alto-
gether (Stengel 2019b: 304). Thus, opponents might challenge articulations 
of equivalence, stressing the particular content of and diferences between 
certain discursive elements instead of their (alleged) equivalence. 

This difculty highlights a more general aspect of hegemony: that the 
process of the transformation of disparate demands into equivalential ones, 
of discursive elements into moments of a common discourse, is never com-
plete. As noted above, diference is the basic condition of all social relations, 
and any moment in an equivalential chain will always be split between an 
equivalential content and a particular one (Laclau and Moufe 2001: 113). 
This is only logical, because if the transformation into moments were com-
plete, individual elements of the chain would be indistinguishable and col-
lapse into one (Laclau 1997: 320–21). As a consequence, “all identity is con-
structed within this tension between the equivalential and the diferential 
logics” (Laclau 2005a: 70). The totality that emerges as a result of the reduc-
tion of diferent elements into moments within a chain “is, at the same time, 
impossible and necessary” (Laclau 2006: 107). It is a “failed totality” (Laclau 
2005a: 70), because it cannot be complete. Nevertheless, it is unavoidable if 
any meaning is ever to be fxed. Equivalence and diference are always both 
present; only the relative balance between the two changes. Moreover, 
equivalence and diference will often be highly contested. While the logic of 
equivalence (ofensive with respect to the old, disrupted order) strives to 
construct a common project out of formerly disparate demands, the (defen-
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sive) logic of diference stresses the particular content of individual demands, 
thus undermining the unity of the project (Laclau and Moufe 2001: 127–34; 
Nonhof 2006: 212). 

The construction of a chain of equivalent demands is also the point at 
which representations of reality are linked to (demands for) policy action.30 

Decision makers will usually identify a specifc problem and call for a specifc 
set of measures considered adequate to address the problem at hand, incor-
porating into the emerging chain both policy goals and the deployment of 
certain instruments as equivalent demands. Consider the example of securi-
tization. One big question in securitization theory remains exactly how 
threat constructions (i.e., demands to accept the claim that something is a 
threat) and (demands for) extraordinary means—“emergency measures” 
(Buzan et al. 1998: 24–25)—are linked (McDonald 2012). From a discourse 
theoretical perspective, this link happens through their articulation as 
equivalent demands within the same equivalential chain (Stengel 2019b). 
For extraordinary measures to become accepted, demands for these 
measures—surveillance, military operations, and so on—have to be (credi-
bly) incorporated into the chain of equivalent demands. As the discussions 
in chapters 3–5 demonstrate, this can be a highly complex and contradictory 
process. 

As noted second in the preceding list of aspects infuencing project efec-
tiveness, the process of transforming discursive elements into moments is 
intertwined with the construction of social antagonism, because equiva-
lence between previously disparate or even contradictory demands emerges 
only as a result of such opposition. Antagonism is the construction of a par-
ticular type of Self-Other relationship in which the “radical” (antagonistic) 
Other is blamed as a “scapegoat” (Solomon 2014: 40) for (1) the fact that 
certain demands (e.g., for social welfare, peace, and/or security) remain 
unfulflled and (2) the incompleteness of the Self’s identity (Laclau 1992: 
123). Figure 3 illustrates this process. There, D1 through D  represent origi-n

nally disparate or contradictory demands, all of which are unfulflled. 
Through the construction of a radical Other, these demands become con-
structed as equivalent. 

These demands are equivalent only in reference to the excluded Other 
that is said to stand in the way of their realization (Laclau 2005a: 70). Linked 
to this limitation is the claim that if only the radical Other could be over-

30. I thank Martin Nonhof for reminding me of this point. 
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come, all demands would be realized. Because all of the previously disparate 
demands and identities are blocked by the radical Other, they are (articu-
lated as) united in their common opposition to the radical Other that they 
all need to overcome in order to be fulflled and/or complete (Laclau 2005a: 
70). Thus, the radical Other is reduced to “pure negativity,” to a “pure 
threat” (Laclau 1996d: 38). While the various demands inside the formation 
are articulated as equivalent, the excluded elements are equally articulated 
as equivalent, by jointly presenting a threat to the system (Laclau 1996d: 
39).31 Resulting from this process are two opposing chains of equivalences 
(see fg. 3). 

It is important not to confuse social antagonism with other types of Self/ 
Other relationships. Although a detailed discussion is beyond the limited 
scope of this chapter, the stress poststructuralist studies in IR have put on the 
importance of an Other for identity formation has sometimes come at the 
expense of diferentiating between diferent types of Self/Other relation-
ships (critical, Lebow 2008). Thus, many studies (not without reason) 
emphasize diferent concepts like diference (Inayatullah and Blaney 2004), 
danger and threat (Campbell 1998; Rothe 2015), enmity (Behnke 2013; Her-
schinger 2011), and othering/otherness (Diez 2004; Hansen 2006; Prozorov 
2011; Solomon 2014; Suzuki 2007; Yennie Lindgren and Lindgren 2017), not 
always clearly distinguishing between them.32 

That approach is not necessarily always problematic, particularly if the 
purpose is to question essentialist conceptions of identity. However, if we 
want to understand how identity formation works and how it is linked to 
related phenomena like threat construction, careful diferentiation is indis-
pensable (see Nonhof 2017a; Rumelili 2015). Moreover, it is equally impor-
tant to note that while the binary between the Self and the radical Other is 
crucial for the formation of a hegemonic project (by clearly naming who or 
what needs to be overcome), the reality of identity formation is infnitely 
more complex, contingent, contradictory, and multifaceted. For instance, 
the German security discourse contains references not only to a single radi-
cal Other but to various other Others, including allies within NATO or the 
EU, which are allegedly more militaristic or less enlightened than Germany. 

31. I am not talking about a physical threat here, in the way threats are commonly 
understood in IR. 
32. This criticism certainly does not apply to all IR poststructuralist studies, some of 

whom have explicitly discussed diferent types of Self/Other relationships (Doty 
1996; Hansen 2006). 
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Fig. 3. The construction of a chain of equivalences. (Based on Laclau 2005a: 148.) 

Such references are clearly visible in, for example, the debates about the 2003 
Iraq War, during which the SPD/Green coalition government positioned 
Germany as the true advocate of peace (Eberle 2019; Nonhof and Stengel 
2014). 

For the purpose of the present study, I understand social antagonism 
exclusively as that type of Self/Other relationship in which the (radical) 
Other is articulated as blocking the Self’s identity. Antagonism can equally 
involve the simultaneous construction of the Other as a physical security 
threat (securitization), as an enemy (enmity),33 or as morally, intellectually, 
or otherwise inferior (othering: see Krumer-Nevo and Sidi 2012; Neumann 
1996), but it does not need to (see Stengel 2019b). Moreover, if the aim of an 
analysis is to explain hegemonization, what matters for the forming of a uni-
fed collective subject out of previously divided social groups is the construc-
tion of an Other as the sole reason why demands remain unfulflled and 
identities incomplete; it does not necessarily matter that the Other is infe-
rior, hostile, or physically threatening. In fact, security threats, enmity, and 
superiority/inferiority are best understood as specifc contingent articula-
tions that emerge as a result of discursive hegemony. Thus, from a discourse 
theoretical perspective, social antagonism is prior to and more fundamental 

33. See, most notably, Moufe’s (2005a) discussion of antagonism versus agonism 
in that regard. Similarly, Hansen (2006: 36) has pointed to the possibility of con-
structing the Self in opposition to a “less-than-radical” Other. Of course, Hansen’s 
understanding of the “radical” Other as an enemy difers from a Laclauian 
perspective. 
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than other types of Self/Other relationships. At the same time, as noted 
above, hegemonic projects can draw on sedimented constructions of Self 
and Other for credibility, such as when contemporary development or inter-
ventionist discourses draw on a familiar hierarchical relationship between a 
“modern” West and a “traditional” non-West (Chakrabarty 2000; Chandra 
2013). 

Through the exclusion of a radical Other and the formation of a chain of 
equivalent demands, a new collective identity is formed. Out of formerly dis-
parate social groups, a common group or movement is forged, united in its 
quest to overcome the radical Other (Laclau 2014f: 85). In the poststructural-
ist literature in IR, that a Self can only be constituted by an external threaten-
ing Other has been discussed using the term diference and/or the term other-
ing (Campbell 1998; Inayatullah and Blaney 2004; Walker 1993). Thus, 
admittedly simplifying things a bit, “the West” emerges as a specifc identity 
only through boundary-drawing practices that delineate it from “the East,”34 

“the rest” (Hall 1992), or various other Others (Behnke 2013; Hansen 2006); 
“the Occident” only gains meaning by being diferent from “the Orient” 
(Said 1979);35 the identity of the FRG is constituted by its own past (Zehfuss 
2002); “our” being “civilized” is constituted by the construction of a “bar-
barian” Other (Salter 2002); and the world of international politics contin-
ues to be mainly infuenced by “masculine” virtues because virtues associ-
ated with femininity are usually excluded as improper for statesmen acting 
in an anarchical self-help world (Hooper 2001; Tickner 1988, 1992). Dis-
course theory shares this emphasis on relationality and diference with 
other critical approaches in IR, most notably feminist and postcolonial per-
spectives that highlight how (gendered and racialized) identity construc-
tions usually rest on the exclusion of various Others that are constructed as 
evil, weak, irrational, backward, or otherwise inferior, thus often legitimiz-
ing violent and/or patronizing policies toward them (e.g, Inayatullah 2014; 
Masters 2009; True and Hewitt 2018; Zalewski 2019). Because of this com-
mon emphasis on relationality, a discourse theoretical approach is princi-
pally compatible with (many) feminist and postcolonial perspectives. Given 

34. “The East” is, of course, not a fxed category. Who belongs to “the East,” “the 
West,” or some other camp is a question of specifc, contingent, and temporary articu-
lation within particular discourses (see Campbell 1998; Klein 1990; Neumann 1999). 
Thus, from a postcolonial perspective, the Soviet Union might well be perceived as 
part of the (imperialist) global North rather than “the East.” 
35. Said’s Orientalism has received much criticism, including the charge of itself 

being orientalist (see Huggan 2005). 
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this compatibility, there is no reason (aside from practical considerations 
perhaps) why at least a limited investigation of gender and coloniality can-
not be woven into an analysis of discursive hegemony. Given the prominent 
role that gender and coloniality play in the legitimation of “Western” inter-
ventions, any analysis that fails to take this role into account (in however 
limited a fashion) opens itself up to the charge of missing a big part of the 
picture. 

Important to note in this context is that social antagonism is itself ideo-
logical, in at least two respects. To begin with, while the radical Other is 
blamed for the Self’s inability to reach a full identity (a perfect society in 
which all demands are fulflled), the incompleteness of the Self’s identity— 
indeed, of all identities—is actually due to the chronic dislocation of all 
social structures. Put simply, it is ontologically impossible to ever reach a full 
identity. At the same time, meaning can only be fxed temporarily through 
the reduction of discursive elements to moments of a specifc discourse, that 
is, through the exclusion of all other potential meanings. In this ontological 
understanding (ontology referring to the nature of being as such), antago-
nism refers to the “original lack” (Camargo 2013: 174) of dislocation as a gen-
eral condition of the social (see Laclau 1996d). Meaning can only ever be 
fxed at the price of incompleteness and exclusion (Laclau 1996d: 37). What 
happens in the construction of an antagonistic frontier as part of a specifc 
hegemonic project—that is, at the ontic level (the level of concrete discur-
sive struggles)—is that a radical Other is blamed for an identity incomplete-
ness that can actually never be escaped. Conceiving of a unifed, pure Self is 
only possible because of the exclusion of the radical Other. Thomassen aptly 
observes, “We do not start with a pure inside; the inside is always already 
dislocated, and it is only the ‘negation’ of this dislocation—its 
externalisation—that creates the purity of the inside” (2005: 298). The 
Other, then, is not just threatening but constitutive, making it possible to 
even conceive of a coherent Self. If the Other would vanish, the identity of 
the equivalential chain would be in jeopardy, because it is only held together 
by the common opposition to the radical Other. As Laclau put it, “any vic-
tory against the system also destabilizes the identity of the victorious force” 
(1996c: 27). 

Antagonism is also ideological because the claim that the world consists 
of two opposing camps only works if the existence of heterogeneous ele-
ments (i.e., elements that do not ft neatly into either camp) is denied 
(Thomassen 2005: 298–99). For instance, in the construction of a chain of 
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equivalence, some particular identities will resist incorporation, because 
their particular meaning might clash with the particular meaning of other 
moments in the chain. These elements might not be part of the Other either, 
which means they cannot be represented and are simply ignored (Laclau 
2005a: 139). One example is the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) during the 
Cold War. The NAM was a group of states that allied with neither NATO nor 
the Warsaw Pact (see Miskovic et al. 2014), thus with neither ‘the West’ nor 
‘the East.’ Only by ignoring the NAM altogether can the story of a bipolar 
block confrontation be upheld. 

The construction of equivalence can often go hand in hand with what 
Nonhof (2006: 230–31, 2019: 80) has called “super-diferential demarca-
tion” (superdiferenzielle Grenzziehung). The drawing of a super-diferential 
boundary involves the banishment of certain elements from a specifc dis-
course, not as antagonistic, but as not thematically belonging to it. In many 
cases, the boundaries between diferent thematic discourses are so sedi-
mented that their location (although, to some extent, being principally con-
tested and in fux) is more or less clear. For instance, it is commonly taken as 
self-evident that, unless one makes the efort of articulating a connection, a 
lawnmower is not part of a medical discourse (leaving aside lawn-mowing 
accidents as an area of overlap). Lines are not always this clear-cut, so estab-
lishing such boundaries in the frst place is often part of a hegemonic project 
(Nonhof 2006: 231). 

Equally, under certain circumstances, the deliberate breach or relocation 
of a super-diferential boundary can strengthen (or weaken) a specifc hege-
monic project, by incorporating demands that were previously considered 
outside of a specifc discourse. A case in point is securitization, through 
which issues previously considered outside the security discourse, like envi-
ronmental protection, are constructed as matters of security (see Buzan et al. 
1998; Rothe 2015). Breaching the super-diferential boundary between secu-
rity discourses and other discourses seems to be an important factor in how 
securitization processes increase their appeal, by articulating previously 
unconnected demands or whole discourses as equivalent to security. 

The third element previously mentioned as increasing a hegemonic proj-
ect’s chance of success is representation. Hegemonic discourses are orga-
nized around (sets of) privileged signifers, called “nodal points” or points de 
capiton (Laclau and Moufe 2001: 112), which function as anchors. Among 
these priviledged signifers that are particularly important for the function-
ing of a discourse, the “empty” or “master signifer” is crucial (Laclau 1996d: 
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36; 2006: 107). Essentially, one particular demand that is part of the chain of 
equivalences (D1 in fg. 3) assumes the function of representing the chain as 
a whole. This is called a “hegemonic relationship” (Laclau 1996d: 42). This 
specifc signifer empties itself of its particular content, thus becoming a “sig-
nifer without a signifed” (Laclau 1996d: 36). By detaching itself from its par-
ticular content, an empty signifer can function as a symbol with which sub-
jects can identify and to which they can connect their particular demands. 
In this way, it functions as “a surface for inscription able to register a series of 
demands and interests much broader than its initial form of articulation” 
(Howarth 2000: 173). For instance, the signifers “freedom” and “justice” 
have such broad meanings in diferent contexts that a wide-ranging number 
of demands can be voiced in association with them. Ideal-typically, the 
hegemonic relationship is mirrored on the other side of the antagonistic 
frontier, with one moment in the chain symbolizing the radical Other to be 
overcome. Through this operation, the discursive formation receives a name 
and is constituted as a unifed object. Thus, instead of, say, “justice” having 
an a priori essence, what the signifer means is determined in the moment of 
the creation of a hegemonic relationship. As Laclau put it, “the name is the 
ground of the thing” (2006: 109, italics removed). The empty signifer 
assumes the function of a temporary center of the discursive formation 
(Laclau and Moufe 2001: 112). 

Importantly, the empty signifer not only represents the chain of equiva-
lences but becomes “the symbol of a missing fullness” (Laclau 1996c: 28). It 
symbolically stands in for a larger vision of a “perfect society” (Herschinger 
2012: 86) in which all demands are fulflled and in which a complete, unadul-
terated, undisrupted identity is reached. Thus, the empty signifer also sym-
bolizes the universal. Again, this operation is unavoidably ideological, 
because a fully constituted identity, a perfect society, is ontologically impos-
sible (Laclau 2014b: 17–18). The same phenomenon usually happens on the 
fip side of the antagonistic frontier, with one particular identity symboli-
cally representing not just the antagonistic chain of equivalences as a whole 
but the constitutive lack at the heart of all social relations. 

Although previous studies have focused on the importance of a single 
empty signifer like “freedom” (Nabers 2015), “the people” (Laclau 2005a), 
“international community” (Herschinger 2012: 86), “nanotechnology” 
(Wullweber 2014: 289–92), or the “social market economy” (Nonhof 2006), 
I follow Reyes (2005) in his argument that the function of an empty signifer 
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can be fulflled by a number of diferent signifers that refer roughly to the 
same social demand. Reyes refers to this as “over-wording” (109). As I demon-
strate in the following chapters, this fulfllment occurs in the project of net-
worked security, where a number of diferent signifers (“comprehensive 
security,” “networked security,” etc.) assume the representation of the over-
all discourse. I refer to such a (set of) signifers as a “blurred empty signifer,” 
in the sense that its representative function is assumed by a number of simi-
lar signifers, making it appear somewhat blurred.36 

Two further aspects are worth noting with respect to representation. 
First, which signifer comes to represent the overall chain is not determined 
by the (dislocated) structure but is the result of discursive struggles. As a con-
sequence, prior to an empirical analysis, there is no way of determining 
which diference will be crucial (Laclau 1996d: 43). Second, the empty signi-
fer remains “split between its equivalential content and its diferential con-
tent” and thus “only tendentially empty” (Laclau 2006: 107; Thomassen 
2005: 293). Because the empty signifer retains a “minimal remainder” 
(Howarth 2000: 39) of its particularity, which signifer assumes a privileged 
position makes a signifcant diference, because the signifer in that position 
infuences the meaning of the overall discourse. For instance, as is nowhere 
more apparent than in processes of securitization, it makes quite a diference 
whether a discourse on immigration is constructed around “national secu-
rity” or, say, a “duty of care.”37 At the same time, because the tension between 
particularity and equivalence can never be resolved, the hegemonic rela-
tionship remains unstable and somewhat contradictory (Laclau 2006: 108). 
That situation is further complicated by the special role of the empty signi-
fer that is both another diferential-cum-equivalential element of the chain 
and somehow “above” the others, as it comes to represent all of them (Non-
hof 2006: 218). For example, understanding climate change as a security 
issue might mobilize support for measures to counter the problem (although 
not necessarily so: see McDonald 2012), but it simultaneously opens this 
particular representation up to criticism that understanding climate change 
this way is misleading or even counterproductive (e.g., Mason and Zeitoun 
2013), thus potentially destabilizing the discourse. 

36. The term blurred empty signifer was proposed by Martin Nonhof during a per-
sonal conversation with the author. 
37. I here refer to care ethics as proposed in feminist scholarship, emphasizing 

altruism and a responsibility toward the Other (Hutchings 1994: 28–29). 
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ConClusion 

In this chapter, I have developed a theoretical framework with which to ana-
lyze social change as the result of discursive struggles and hegemonic pro-
cesses, drawing attention to the crucial notions of sedimented practices, 
equivalence, social antagonism, and representation. Discourse theory ofers 
a comprehensive framework with which to explain the relative efectiveness 
of diferent articulations and discourses. Given discourse theory’s far-
reaching claim that the social is coextensive with the discursive, the frame-
work outlined here should have a wide applicability to phenomena of inter-
est to IR theorists, including, for instance, norm dynamics (Renner 2013), 
securitization processes (Rothe 2015), or the emergence and demise of inter-
national orders (see Stengel and Nabers 2019). Moreover, discourse theory’s 
social ontology allows for it to be combined with arguments from feminist 
and postcolonial theories, the poststructuralist variants of which equally 
stress discourse as the central terrain in which gender, race, and modernity/ 
coloniality are (re)produced (e.g., Butler 1990, 1993; Said 1979). The next 
chapter addresses the consequences that adopting a discursive ontology has 
for research practice and how to go about a poststructuralist discourse 
analysis. 
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Chapter 2 

Hegemony Analysis as Reconstructive  
Social Research 

Methodology and Methods 

Building on the preceding outline of the general theoretical framework of 
discourse theory, this chapter discusses how to do empirical research based 
on a discursive ontology of the social. The chapter is structured in three 
main sections. The frst examines the metatheoretical implications of 
accepting discourse theory’s ontological framework. It locates discourse the-
ory in terms of its ontological presuppositions and discusses its conse-
quences for epistemology and metaethics.1 In contrast to claims that ques-
tion the utility of metatheoretical debate (Halliday 1996: 320; Rosenau 1996: 
313), this chapter shares Marsh and Furlong’s observation that there is no 
escape from metatheoretical commitments, implicit or explicit, which 
unavoidably infuence one’s research process (Marsh and Furlong 2002; also 
Hammersley 1992). Thus, the best way to address this potential problem is to 
face the issue head-on. 

A metatheoretical clarifcation seems particularly sensible with respect 
to poststructuralist approaches, such as the one advanced here. Despite the 
publication of a number of works that explicitly address these issues (e.g., 
Hansen 2006; Nabers 2015), the precise metatheoretical position of diferent 
poststructuralist approaches remains often only poorly understood, giving 
rise to criticism that is at least not always fully justifed. Moreover, although 
this book will likely appeal mostly to readers familiar with poststructuralist 

1. In that sense, I share the presupposition that epistemological assumptions fol-
low from one’s ontological framework. See, e.g., Wight 2007b: 385. 
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and, more generally, critical approaches in IR, it tries to engage with a gen-
eral IR audience, including scholars skeptical of poststructuralist approaches. 
Mainly for their beneft, this chapter’s frst section addresses metatheoretical 
criticism in detail, at the risk that some of the discussion might seem repeti-
tive to readers already familiar with poststructuralism (who are welcome to 
jump directly to the discussion of research design or to the more specifc sec-
tion on methods). Poststructuralism is a broad tent, flled mostly with peo-
ple rejecting the label (see Angermüller 2015), and my discussion here is lim-
ited to the position advanced by Laclau and Moufe. Given, however, that a 
number of leading IR poststructuralist thinkers draw on Laclau and Moufe’s 
ontological framework (e.g., Campbell 1998; Doty 1996; Edkins 1999; Han-
sen 2006; Nabers 2015), the discussion here equally applies to a signifcant 
part of that feld of research. 

The second section of this chapter turns to the more practical aspects of 
doing poststructuralist discourse analysis, addressing questions of research 
design, what it means to provide a discourse theoretical explanation (an 
understanding that difers signifcantly from a neopositivist explanation 
based in political science: see, e.g., King et al. 1994; Van Evera 1997: 15), and 
what role politics and normative commitments play in research. I locate 
poststructuralist discourse theory broadly within what is often called “quali-
tative” (Denzin and Lincoln 2003a, 2003b, 2005b), “reconstructive” (Bohn-
sack 2014; Franke and Roos 2013b; Herborth 2010), or, more specifcally, 
“interpretive” research (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012; Wagenaar 2011; 
Yanow 2009; Yanow and Schwartz-Shea 2006a). This chapter’s third section 
turns to the question of corpus selection and how the abstract theoretical 
concepts of discourse theory can be translated into more specifc categories 
suitable for discourse analysis. 

on the metatheoretiCal loCation of disCourse theory 

Questions of metatheory or “meta-methodology” (Bevir 2008) continue to 
be hotly debated in IR,2 including the precise concerns of diferent forms of 
“second order” theorizing (Wendt 1991: 383) and where to place even promi-
nent positions like (neo)positivism (Bates and Jenkins 2007). In this section, 

2. See, e.g., the contributions to the frst issue of International Studies Review 17 
(2015) and the third issue of Millennium: Journal of International Studies 43 (2015). 
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I briefy clarify what is meant in the context of this study by references to 
ontology, epistemology and metaethics. I address methodology, sometimes 
counted as part of metatheory (e.g., Mayer 2003), in the subsequent 
section. 

I here understand ontology as concerned with the nature of being (Sein-
slehre), that is, “the study of what there is” (Hofweber 2014; see Monteiro and 
Ruby 2009: 25).3 Patomäki and Wight (2000: 215) further distinguish between 
“philosophical” and “scientifc” ontology. Philosophical ontology focuses on 
what Jackson has called researchers’ “‘hook-up’ to the world,” that is, the 
(very general) question of whether there is a world “out there” that is inde-
pendent of our “knowledge-making practices” (2010: 28, 31). Scientifc ontol-
ogy is concerned with the specifc setup of the world, that is, what entities 
exist (P. T. Jackson 2010: 28)—say, states, individuals, discourses, social 
structures—and what their properties are (e.g., if people are best understood 
as “walking wave functions,” per Wendt 2015: 3).4 Epistemology asks about 
our ability to produce knowledge (Erkenntnistheorie), that is, the “knowabil-
ity” of things (Yanow and Schwartz-Shea 2006b: xi ; Marsh and Furlong 2002: 
18–19; Steup 2014). Closely related to epistemology is metaethics, which 
focuses on the possibility to formulate normative or moral statements based 
on universal principles (Reus-Smit 2012; Sayre-McCord 2012; Singer 1993: ch. 

3. Ontology equally includes debates about how to settle questions regarding what 
exists (or not) (Hofweber 2014), which is, strictly speaking, a matter of how to gain 
knowledge and, as such, makes it difcult to neatly distinguish ontology from 
epistemology. 
4. Here, I use the distinction between philosophical and scientifc ontology mainly 

for practical reasons, although it is not unproblematic if situated within philosophical 
debates. Not only is ontology contested (Hofweber 2014), but it is doubtful whether 
scientifc ontology, as it is understood here, would even fall within the feld of ontol-
ogy as it is understood in philosophy. Ontology emerged as a distinct philosophical 
term and a subdiscipline of metaphysics (which asks about the “things” in the world 
and their characteristics) only in the 17th century, around the time when phenom-
ena like freedom of will or the relationship of mind and body, previously considered 
to belong to other branches of philosophy (most notably physics), came to be dis-
cussed within metaphysics, as the “study of being” is called in philosophy. These ques-
tions were previously considered to concern not the nature of being as such but spe-
cifc entities (van Inwagen and Sullivan 2015). Consequently, one would have to ask 
whether the study of the being of, say, states is at all a matter of ontology, philosophi-
cally speaking, because we can legitimately ask whether such study tells us anything 
about being as such. But the borders between ontology and metaphysics more gener-
ally are “a little fuzzy” anyway (Hofweber 2014). Since the present book is primarily a 
substantive study in IR, not a contribution to metatheoretical debates in IR, I leave the 
complications of defning ontology at that and wish the reader good fortunes at pur-
suing it further, if so desired. 
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1). To the extent that the fact/value distinction is considered problematic, 
epistemology and metaethics merge, as truth claims are at least implicitly 
normative (Cox 1981; Horkheimer 1937; see also P. T. Jackson 2010). For ana-
lytical reasons, I keep epistemology and metaethics separate here. Table 1 pro-
vides a brief overview of diferent metatheoretical branches and of criticism 
leveled against poststructuralist approaches. 

As just noted, philosophical ontology is concerned with the broad ques-
tion of whether reality has an existence independent of our representations 
about it. The default position in terms of ontology is philosophical realism 
(in philosophy, simply “realism”), which presumes the existence of a world 
independent of our knowledge-making practices.5 Diametrically opposed to 
this position is philosophical idealism (i.e., metaphysical or ontological ide-
alism, as it is called in philosophy: see Guyer and Horstmann 2015), which 
refers to the ontological assumption that “something mental . . . is the ulti-
mate foundation of all reality, or even exhaustive of reality” (Guyer and 
Horstmann 2015). Seen this way, “the world” and our descriptions of it are 
“one and the same thing,” and, consequently, “changes in description lead 
to changes in the object itself” (Joseph 2002: 121, 12). 

There continues to be some confusion about exactly where poststruc-
turalism comes down on the issue of philosophical idealism, and a number 
of statements by poststructuralist (as well as pragmatist) thinkers lend 

TABLE 1. Metatheoretical criticism of poststructuralism 

Criticism leveled against 
Metatheoretical branch Subject matter poststructuralist approaches 

Ontology The nature of being and how Philosophical/ontological 
to determine what exists in idealism 
the world 

Epistemology The possibility of factual/ Epistemic relativism 
epistemic statements 

Metaethics The possibility of moral/ Moral relativism 
normative statements 

5. Jackson discusses this position under the heading of “mind-world dualism” (P. T. 
Jackson 2010: 31, italics removed). Leaving aside the question of whether a term 
including mind is appropriate for discursively produced knowledge (a question merit-
ing a discussion in its own right; see Nabers 2015, 2018), Jackson helpfully points out 
that a correspondence theory of truth rests on philosophical realism because it only 
makes sense to discuss a gap between our knowledge and the “real world” (i.e., episte-
mological matters) if the two are distinct. 
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themselves to misinterpretation. Examples include Laclau’s claims that 
“discourse is the primary terrain of the constitution of objectivity as such” 
(2005a: 68, italics added) and that “natural facts are also discursive facts” 
(Laclau and Moufe 1987: 84), the insistence by Howarth and Stavrakakis 
that “all objects are objects of discourse” (2000: 3, italics in original), But-
ler’s assertion that discourse “bring[s] about what it names” (1993: 13), the 
proclamation of the “death of the author” by Barthes (1967), Campbell’s 
argument that “nothing exists outside of discourse” (2001a: 444), or Krato-
chwil’s claim that “the objects of experience are not simply ‘there’ in the 
outer world but are the results of our constructions and interests” (2007b: 
6). Despite what these statements seem to suggest, they are not advocating 
philosophical idealism. Poststructuralists claim not that physical, material 
objects change with our representations of them (discursive or mental) but 
only that the meaning (or identity) of an object, subject, or practice is dis-
cursively produced. As Laclau and Moufe argue, “the fact that every object 
is constituted as an object of discourse has nothing to do with whether there 
is a world external to thought” (2001: 108, italics in original). Poststructur-
alists doubt “not that such objects [furniture, stones and all that hard stuf 
of the material world] exist externally to thought [they do]” but “the rather 
diferent assertion that they could constitute themselves as [intelligible] 
objects outside any discursive condition of emergence” (Laclau and Moufe 
2001: 108). 

In a diferent context, Laclau and Moufe use the example of a stone to 
illustrate this claim. 

Again, this [the discursive construction of reality] does not put into question 

the fact that this entity which we call stone exists, in the sense of being pres-

ent here and now, independently of my will; nevertheless, the fact of its 

being a stone depends on a way of classifying objects that is historical and 

contingent. If there were no human beings on earth, those objects that we 

call stones would be there nonetheless; but they would not be “stones,” 

because there would be neither mineralogy nor a language capable of classi-

fying them and distinguishing them from other objects. (Laclau and Moufe 

1987: 84)6 

6. Even Wendt—not suspicious of any poststructuralist fts (yet: see Wendt and 
Duvall 2008)—acknowledged that regarding meaning as produced by discourse 
“does not require a denial of reality ‘out there.’ . . . The claim is merely that reality 
has nothing to do with the determination of meaning and truth, which are gov-
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A stone’s physical existence does not change just because we proclaim it to be 
a tree, but how we understand it (as a convenient “natural furniture” to sit 
on, a decorative item to take home, a research object to study, or a weapon) 
depends on how it is endowed with meaning in discourses. This is precisely 
the position of Wendt (hardly known for being a philosophical idealist) 
when he points out that “material power is only ‘power’ insofar as it is mean-
ingful” (2006: 213). 

A diferent example clarifes how this understanding relates to social 
analysis. In the (admittedly somewhat macabre) event of a person getting hit 
in the head by a bullet (see Grint and Woolgar 1992), scientifc realists (e.g., 
Wight 2007b) and poststructuralists, for example, agree that this person will 
die if not admitted to a hospital very quickly. Death—or, rather, the biologi-
cal processes that have been named “death”7—is simply the likely conse-
quence of having a bullet lodged in your brain, and not even the most ardent 
poststructuralist would doubt that. Where poststructuralists depart from 
critical or scientifc realists is that for the former, as Grint and Woolgar 
explain, the meaning of the incident, its existence as death (and not some-
thing else), counts. 

If the victim was dead or unconscious or unaware of the dangers, then he or 

she would not be able to account for the injury. So only those victims still 

conscious or the shooter or those just watching would be able to verify what 

happened. Only those people familiar with guns would assume a relation-

ship between bullet and human reaction; only those certain that the victim 

was not an actor in a flm set would be fairly sure that the wound was “real”; 

only those actually present could verify the connection—the hospital sur-

geon retrieving the bullet could not guarantee that the wound was caused by 

the bullet. In short, most people would have to take it on trust that the wound 

was caused by the bullet. (Grint and Woolgar 1992: 376) 

As far as the social consequences are concerned, what matters is the 
event’s discursive articulation, not the pure physical fact of some material 
object (the bullet) being located inside a diferent material object (a person’s 
head). The same incident could assume the meaning of an accident, suicide, 

erned instead by power relations and other sociological factors within discourse” 
(Wendt 1999: 55). 
7. Interpretation does, of course, depend on one’s defnition of death (Grint and 

Woolgar 1992: 376). 
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murder, a tragedy, or (in a war) a lawful killing, depending on the dominant 
interpretation of the issue (Kessler and Werner 2008: 263; Zehfuss 2018). 
That interpretation makes certain social consequences more or less proba-
ble. A murder would, for instance, most likely result in a trial (i.e., if every-
thing goes right), whereas a war death would not (necessarily). Likewise, the 
victim’s spouse might beneft from life insurance in the case of an accident 
but perhaps not in the case of suicide. The physical event itself (person hit by 
bullet) remains the same, but the meaning and, by extension, its social con-
sequences are completely diferent in various contexts. Undoubtedly, a phys-
ical, material world exists independently of the observer’s mind (or discur-
sive representations, which should not be confated: see Nabers 2018), but 
without reference to discourse, it simply has no meaning to us. This is why 
poststructuralists argue for meaning to assume center stage in the social 
sciences. 

Having established that discourse theory is not ontologically idealist 
does not tell us much about discourse theory’s actual position. Here, it is 
helpful to further distinguish between realism and various types and degrees 
of nonrealism, diferentiated according to two dimensions. First, a realist 
position can be distinguished from nonrealism with respect to existence, 
whether something actually exists or is a mere illusion, and independence, 
whether something is independent of our representations of it (Miller 2014). 
Second, positions can vary with respect to the social and the natural (physi-
cal) world; people can be realists with respect to the natural world but nonre-
alists with respect to the social world. 

Using this simple heuristic, one can venture an educated guess about 
where discourse theory can be located in ontological terms (table 2 provides 
an overview). To begin with, as I have pointed out in the preceding discus-
sion of idealism, discourse theory does not doubt the existence of a natural 
world independent of our knowledge-making practices. It is ontologically 
realist regarding the physical, natural world (which, however, is unintelligi-
ble by itself). 

TABLE 2. The ontological presuppositions of discourse theory 

Aspects of realism 

Existence Independence 
Social world Realist Nonrealist 
Natural world Realist Realist 
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Things are more complicated if we turn our attention to the social world. 
In this regard, I argue, discourse theory is partially nonrealist. On one hand, 
discourse theory’s discursive ontology of the social presumes that the social 
world exists (philosophical ontology) and that it is made up of discourses 
(scientifc ontology) (Glynos and Howarth 2007: ch. 4; Howarth 2010: 313; 
Marchart 2007: 146–49). Because the discursive ontology of the social is not 
an instrumentalist claim (see Monteiro and Ruby 2009) but an ontological 
one, discourse theory has to be understood as realist with respect to the 
aspect of existence. On the other hand, in regard to independence, discourse 
theory is nonrealist, claiming not only that social facts like norms are medi-
ated by discourse but that they are literally produced in discourse (see chap-
ter 1). Thus, although social facts are certainly independent of what indi-
viduals think or say about them, they are not independent of collective 
representations of them. As a consequence, discourse theory sees the social 
world not as independent of but as deeply intertwined with our knowledge-
making practices (our articulations), which is a nonrealist position. 

Having clarifed discourse theory’s ontological position allows us turn to 
epistemology (truth claims), to metaethics (normative statements), and to 
the question of relativism. Although the precise meaning of the term relativ-
ism is subject to debate in philosophy, it broadly refers to a family of views 
united by the common theme “that some central aspect of experience, 
thought, evaluation, or even reality is somehow relative to something else” 
(Swoyer 2010).8 I distinguish here between strong and weak versions of rela-
tivism, as well as between normative or moral relativism and descriptive or 
epistemic relativism (see table 3). 

Descriptive or epistemic relativism refers to the epistemological view 
that there is no objective, absolute truth. Rather, truth (as well as rationality: 

TABLE 3. Examples for diferent types of relativism 

Moral/normative 
Descriptive/epistemic (epistemology) (metaethics) 

Strong Any truth claim is as valid as every There is no basis to distinguish 
other. between “right” and “wrong.” 

Weak Facts are theory-laden. What is good or bad behavior in a 
specific situation depends on 
socially constructed norms. 

8. In that sense, ontological idealism could be seen as a form of relativism in that 
the world’s existence would be relative to our conceptions of it. 
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see Sankey 2010: 1) depends on context (Bunge 1996). Similarly, as a meta-
ethical position, normative or moral relativism states that the truth or falsity 
of normative statements is not universally valid but depends on the norma-
tive framework of a particular society or group of people (Gowans 2012). In 
its strong version, relativism refers to the standpoint that “every belief on a 
certain topic, or perhaps about any topic, is as good as every other” (Rorty 
1982: 166, italics in original). Weak relativism refers to the view that not all 
statements, such as normative ones, are equally accepted as true in every 
society. Thus, while strong relativism is more controversial and tends to lead 
to inconsistencies, weak versions are less controversial but can tend to be 
somewhat trivial (Cilliers 2005; Swoyer 2010). In particular, strong versions 
of relativism are usually used to charge opponents rather than by authors 
claiming the label for themselves. As Swoyer has pointed out, “most aca-
demic philosophers in the English-speaking world see the label ‘relativist’ as 
the kiss of death” (Swoyer 2010), and it indeed seems doubtful that anyone 
actually holds a strong relativist view (Rorty 1982: 166). 

That charges of strong relativism continue to resurface is due to what dis-
course theorists call “post-foundationalism” (see Howarth 1995: 117; 
Marchart 2007),9 an epistemological position that, contrary to empiricism 
(see Nicholson 1996: 128), holds that there are no ultimate, fnal founda-
tions on which to ground truth claims. Since (the meaning of) everything is 
discursively constructed, there are no independent meaningful facts that 
can function as a neutral arbiter between truth claims (Nonhof 2011: 92).10 

Since the same “facts” acquire diferent meaning depending on the dis-
courses (including scientifc theories) in which they are articulated, they 
cannot function as a neutral arbiter between competing truth claims. In that 
sense, discourses function like colored glasses, unavoidably infuencing how 
we see the world. From a discourse theoretical perspective, it is impossible to 
look at the world without such glasses: one can substitute one set for another, 
but one cannot get rid of them. As a consequence, like pragmatists (see Rorty 
1979; 1981), discourse theorists argue that there is no universal external inde-
pendent yardstick against which to measure our knowledge (or normative 

9. E.g., Geras 1987: 67; Sayer 1993; Sweetman 1999; White 1992: 78. Similar 
criticism persists among IR scholars: e.g., Mayer 2003: 88; Wight 1999a: 314; 2007a: 
41; Worth 2011: 385. 
10. This position corresponds to what Monteiro and Ruby (2009: 17) discuss under 

the heading “social constructivism,” namely, “the position that truth is a function of 
social and political processes,” as a result of which objectivity is impossible . 
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commitments) and establish whether it is right/true or wrong/false, like a 
correspondence theory of truth would claim (Friedrichs and Kratochwil 
2009: 703). Rather than being an objective feature of reality, truth is a matter 
of discursive construction. As Laclau and Moufe point out, 

It would be absurd to ask oneself if, outside all scientifc theory, atomic struc-

ture is the “true being” of matter—the answer will be that atomic theory is a 

way we have of classifying certain objects, but that these are open to diferent 

forms of conceptualization that may emerge in the future. In other words, 

the “truth,” factual or otherwise, about the being of objects is constituted 

within a theoretical and discursive context, and the idea of a truth outside all 

context is simply nonsensical. (1987: 85) 

The claim that there is no absolute, universal, ahistorical foundation for 
truth does not mean, however, that there can be no foundation at all. Post-
foundationalism, as opposed to anti-foundationalism (see Marchart 2007), 
does not mean that any truth claim is as good as any other (Kratochwil 
2007b: 11). In fact, rather than having no means at all of distinguishing 
between truth claims, discourse theorists would claim that we have context-
dependent, imperfect, and limited knowledge (Cilliers 2005: 160; Marchart 
2007: 2, ch. 1).11 From a discourse theoretical perspective, what makes a state-
ment true or false is not the degree to which it “objectively” matches an 
independent reality but whether an interpretation makes sense within a spe-
cifc discursive or theoretical context, because direct access to the “real 
world” is beyond our grasp. Thus, rather than a correspondence theory of 
truth, discourse theory would advocate what Friedrichs and Kratochwil call 
a “consensus theory of knowledge” (2009: 710), all the while acknowledging 
that neither scholarly discourse is a level playing feld. In line with a pragma-
tist stance, the acceptance or rejection of a truth claim depends on the estab-
lished standards in a specifc scholarly community, which involves interpre-
tation (agreement) by the audience (Kratochwil 2007a: 59–60), infuenced 
by the scholarly standards established in that discipline (see also Winch 
1990), which themselves are understood here as sedimented practices. 

The same goes for normative statements (metaethics). While post-
foundationalism certainly questions the validity of universal grounds for 

11. Whether anyone is actually a true foundationalist is questionable, in that 
almost no one today really assumes, in a strict naive empiricist sense, that we have 
unmediated access to reality (Abbott 1990; Bucher 2017; Skinner 2002). 
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ethics, this questioning does not mean that any moral statement is equally 
valid if compared to any other. After all, norms (e.g., whether it is acceptable 
to eat pigs, cows, dogs, or cats) not only vary in diferent cultural settings but 
change over time. The reason for that variation is not that God handed down 
a new set of commandments or something similar but that the normative 
framework of society has changed. The validity of any normative statement 
will depend on the normative framework of a given society (in discourse 
theoretical terms, sedimented practices), and the latter is a product of past 
human action. As Laclau points out, “there is no logical transition from an 
unavoidable ethical moment, in which the fullness of society manifests itself 
as an empty symbol, to any particular normative order”; rather, the emer-
gence of any particular normative order is the result of an “ethical invest-
ment” (2000: 81, italics in original). 

Nevertheless, denying the possibility of any universal normative founda-
tions does not mean that we need to give up normative commitments alto-
gether (see Mustapha 2013). It just means, notwithstanding any “Cartesian 
Anxiety” (Bernstein 1983: 16–19) this might cause, that outside of human 
societies themselves, there is no authority that will make the tough deci-
sions for us. Claiming that moral judgments are context-dependent is not 
the same thing as arguing that we cannot make a normative commitment. 
Indeed, it only stresses that since no extra-discursive authority (such as an 
objective reality that can be accessed directly) decides for us, our decision to 
identify with specifc normative standpoints takes place on an undecidable 
terrain, which is why responsibility ultimately resides with the subject 
(Wight 1999a: 314).12 In that sense, post-foundationalism only points to the 
(admittedly uncomfortable) fact that we ourselves are ultimately responsible 
for the normative orders that we support. 

methodologiCal Considerations 

How does discourse theory’s ontological framework translate into research 
practice; that is, what are the methodological implications of the ontologi-
cal, epistemological, and metaethical presuppositions laid out above? I 
understand methodology here as entailing a translation of abstract ontolog-
ical and epistemological presuppositions into concrete “rules for scientifc 

12. See the discussions of aporia in Zehfuss 2002 and 2018. 
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practice” (Mayer 2003: 51). Sometimes called “ways of knowing” or “logics of 
inquiry” (Haverland and Yanow 2012: 401; Moses and Knutsen 2007), meth-
odology is not to be confused with methods, the instruments used in data 
gathering and analysis, such as participant observation or surveys (Haver-
land and Yanow 2012: 401; Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012: 4), the choice of 
which depends not only on the research question (that too, of course) but 
also on methodological choices as well as the research material analyzed 
(Haverland and Yanow 2012: 401; for a detailed discussion, see Moses and 
Knutsen 2007; Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012). 

Discourse Analysis as Reconstructive Research 

Since the central interest of discourse theory is “the way in which political 
forces and social actors construct meanings within incomplete and unde-
cidable social structures” (Howarth 2000: 129), as well as the social conse-
quences of adopting one particular representation of reality instead of 
another, an empirical research project employing discourse theory must 
make use of some form of discourse analysis, which should be understood 
not as a single unifed method but, rather, a “research perspective” (Keller 
2013: 3, italics removed). Central for a discourse analysis is the aim to recon-
struct the rules and/or regularities according to which meaning is produced 
in a specifc discourse (Keller 2013: 3). Discourse analyses aim at recovering 
what Foucault (1980: 83) called a “historical knowledge of struggles,” thus 
revealing that truths taken for granted are the contingent product of such 
struggles. This aim distinguishes discourse analyses from other forms of tex-
tual analysis (although discourse analysis does not need to focus on texts in 
a narrow sense), such as operational code analysis, which seeks to infer 
actors’ beliefs from their statements (e.g. Hermann 2005; Schafer and 
Walker 2006). Discourse analysis is agnostic regarding whether actors 
“really mean what they say” (Wæver 2004: 199).13 While factors like beliefs 
or norms, prominent in psychological and constructivist approaches, need 
to be internalized by actors to have an efect on their actions,14 discourse 
analysis is interested in how things are understood in the public realm and 

13. Philosophers even debate whether and how we can know that other people also 
have inner lives (the so-called problem of other minds: see Hyslop 2015), let alone 
their mental state. 
14. This internalization is problematic from a methodological perspective (see 

Hanrieder 2011; Hellmann 1999; Krebs and Jackson 2007; Nagel 1974). 
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(depending on the specifc research question) what this means for the realm 
of acceptable policy options. Exactly how a discourse theoretical approach 
is implemented in practice depends on the research question, the theoreti-
cal framework, and the disciplinary context (Keller 2013: 3) and can range 
from an in-depth analysis of a small text or visual image (Schlag and Heck 
2012) to the use of quantitative methods of textual analysis (Glasze 2007a; 
Nabers 2015). 

The present study relies on a specifc form of discourse analysis, so-called 
hegemony analysis, proposed by Nonhof (2006, 2007b, 2008, 2019) as a 
way to “operationalize” the abstract theoretical concepts of discourse theory 
for empirical analysis. I get back to the technical aspects of coding below. 
Here, I focus on how abstract theoretical concepts and empirical analysis are 
brought together in such a form of discourse analysis. 

The central purpose of a hegemony analysis is to examine processes of 
hegemonization. Above all, it seeks to answer the question of how a certain 
discourse (a certain representation of reality, certain moral standards, etc.) 
has become dominant. As a consequence, any hegemony analysis starts with 
the theoretical concepts of discourse theory. In that sense, hegemony analy-
sis could be said to proceed in a broadly deductive fashion (Nonhof 2008: 
301). However, this general movement from theory to empirical material 
should not be mistaken for a more conventional understanding of deduc-
tion as hypothesis testing, for a number of reasons. 

First, a discourse theoretical approach that is philosophically rigorous 
(per Bevir, quoted in Yanow and Schwartz-Shea 2006b: xvi) is not compati-
ble with a strictly deductive approach. In the “deductive-nomological” 
model of explanation, a specifc case is explained through a general law and 
the explication of antecedent conditions (Hempel 1962), and theories are 
subjected to empirical tests with the aim of falsifcation (Popper 2005). 
Hypothesis testing implies a correspondence theory of truth (Blaikie 2004a: 
377; 2004b: 243; David 2013; Hempel 1950; Van Evera 1997: 28), which is 
incompatible with discourse theory’s basic premise that reality is discur-
sively produced.15 

15. Ontological realism and a correspondence theory of truth are not even unprob-
lematic in the hard sciences. One example is Schrödinger’s (1935) (undead) cat, a 
thought experiment in which a cat is kept in a box together with a glass tube flled 
with (highly poisonous) hydrocyanic acid. A hammer mounted above the glass tube 
will be released automatically if a Geiger counter registers radiation emanating from 
an instable atom positioned next to it. If the atom decays, the hammer will break the 
glass tube, and the cat will die. The problem is that, according to quantum mechanics, 
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Second, a purely deductive approach that employs predefned categories 
would risk that the researcher misses an important discursive pattern not 
specifed a priori by the theory (Franke and Weber 2012: 672). For the pur-
pose of explanation (as opposed to a hypothesis test), such an approach is 
only of limited value. Instead, any discourse analysis has to approach the 
research material in an open fashion, with a willingness to be “surprised” by 
the data (Franke and Roos 2010: 285), even if that entails the abandonment 
of tentative theoretical concepts and the formulation of new hunches or 
more general statements about potential connections between phenomena 
and aspects of them. In that sense, a discourse analysis is similar to a 
grounded theory approach (see Charmaz 2003; Glaser 2002; Glaser and 
Strauss 2006). A discourse theorist does not approach the research material 
in a purely inductive, tabula rasa fashion either, because that would imply 
that reality can speak for itself.16 

Third, rather than following either a purely deductive or a purely induc-
tive approach, discourse analysis involves “jumping back and forth between 
theory and analysis” (Herschinger 2011: 46). Such an approach combines 
inductive, deductive, and abductive/retroductive reasoning (Franke and 
Roos 2013a: 14; see also Glynos and Howarth 2007: ch. 1). It involves a con-
stant back-and-forth between individual texts and abstraction on the level of 
the discourse as a whole, similar to a hermeneutic circle (Ramberg and Gjes-
dal 2014). 

Fourth, in addition to the primary theoretical framework that guides the 
analysis, secondary theoretical concepts usually infuence it, but without 
being codifed into formal analytical categories prior to beginning analysis. 
In the case of the present study, this infuence mostly concerns theoretical 
insights from what can broadly be described as critical IR and Critical Secu-

the atom remains in a state between decayed and not decayed—a state Schrödinger 
(1935: 812) calls “mixed” (vermischt) or “smudged” (verschmiert)—until the measure-
ment takes place (e.g., by lifting the lid of the box), at which point it jumps into one of 
the two states. As a consequence, the cat must logically exist in a state between being 
dead and alive, having been poisoned or not as an indirect result of the decay (or not) 
of the atom (Schrödinger 1935: 812). The state of the cat as being either dead or alive 
would only be decided through observation, which cannot be neatly separated from 
the state it is supposed to only describe. As the example illustrates, from a quantum 
perspective, even the physical states of natural entities (like a cat) are neither clearly 
determinable nor independent from observation, which challenges ontological real-
ism and a correspondence theory of truth. Not surprisingly, then, Schrödinger criti-
cized what he calls a “naïve realism” (1935: 823). 
16. See Waltz 1979: 4, for a similar discussion from a quite diferent point of view. 
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rity Studies or Critical Military Studies, as well as critical geopolitics, particu-
larly feminist and postcolonial scholarship. The role these concepts played 
in the analysis is best understood as like that of sensitizing concepts in 
Grounded Theory (Bowen 2006: 13–14). As opposed to defnitive concepts 
(see Wonka 2007), sensitizing concepts function as “interpretive devices” 
that “draw attention to important features of social interaction” and thus 
help distinguish important from unimportant aspects of the research mate-
rial (Bowen 2006: 13–14). 

As noted at the outset of this chapter, a hegemony analysis closely cor-
responds to what has been loosely referred to as reconstructive, qualitative, 
or interpretive research.17 Reconstructive/qualitative research (the term I 
will use in the following) is a relatively broad tent. It includes approaches 
that have diferent metatheoretical positions, rely on diferent theoretical 
frameworks, and use diferent methods and techniques of data gathering 
and analysis, such as (auto)ethnography, narrative interviews, participant 
observation, archival research, grounded theory, or discourse analysis (Rich-
ardson 2003). 

Much has been written about qualitative research methodology,18 so a 
brief overview shall sufce here. In a nutshell (and at the risk of oversimplify-
ing a bit), what unites diferent qualitative approaches is that they approach 
their objects of analysis in a similar way that distinguishes them from what 
Jackson (2010) refers to as neopositivist research in the social sciences. Neo-
positivist research (I am again simplifying here) tends to embrace ontologi-
cal realism; relies on a correspondence theory of truth, on theory testing, 
and on technical rules for case selection with the aim of generalizing fnd-
ings beyond the examined case(s); strives for objectivity by way of method-
ological techniques; tries to clearly distinguish between (neutral) facts and 
(normative) values; and seeks to identify causal relationships between difer-
ent social phenomena that are usually conceptualized as variables.19 The 

17. Ralf Bohnsack (2014: 11), the most prominent advocate of a reconstructive 
approach in (German) sociology, refers to “reconstructive” and “qualitative” social 
research interchangeably. Interpretive research is sometimes equated with qualitative 
research (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012) and sometimes defned more narrowly, 
excluding, for example, critical realist approaches (Marsh 2015). I will use the terms 
here interchangeably, although that is somewhat imprecise, because my main aim is 
to outline how reconstructive/qualitative/interpretivist approaches difer from neo-
positivist ones. 
18. For overviews, see, e.g., Denzin and Lincoln 2003a, 2003b, 2005b; Flick 2006. 
19. Here also, a vast body of research is available: see, e.g., Brady and Collier 2004; 

Goertz and Mahoney 2012b; King et al. 1994; Rohlfng 2012. 

Stengel, Frank A. The Politics of Military Force: Antimilitarism, Ideational Change, and Post-Cold War German Security Discourse.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2020, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.10154836.
Downloaded on behalf of Unknown Institution

http:variables.19
http:research.17


70 the politiCs of military forCe 

Revised Pages

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 

quality of neopositivist research is usually measured in recourse to what 
Kvale (1995: 20) has called the “scientifc holy trinity” of validity, reliability, 
and generalizability (also Eckstein 1975; King et al. 1994). 

In contrast, reconstructive or qualitative researchers stress that academic 
research itself is a social practice that, because it is embedded in the social 
world, is unavoidably infuenced by and infuences its social surroundings 
(Denzin and Lincoln 2005a). As a consequence, qualitative researchers usu-
ally share a skepticism toward the hallmarks of neopositivist research, 
including the subject/object and fact/value distinctions, the assumption 
that theories can (or should) be tested against an independent and observ-
able “reality,” the aim of generalization beyond a specifc social context, and 
conceptualizing social phenomena as causally related variables (Denzin and 
Lincoln 2003a, 2003b, 2005b).20 As a consequence, qualitative researchers 
often stress the socially constructed nature of research itself and the need for 
transparency and, above all, for researching subjects to refect on their own 
“positionality” (Cousin 2010). I return to this need below. 

In terms of research design, qualitative researchers stress that it is impor-
tant not to approach a substantive phenomenon under investigation with 
prefxed theoretical concepts, methodology, methods-based quality criteria, 
and so on but to develop tools adequate for the specifc research problem at 
hand.21 Arguably the most important consequence of a reconstructive 
approach is to develop a research design that is appropriate to the phenom-
enon under investigation instead of predetermined by universal external 
standards of what “good” research is (Franke and Roos 2013a; Herborth 2011; 
Salter 2013b). As a consequence, a good qualitative research design— 
including the research question, methods, and so forth—must, above all, be 
fexible and adaptable to the problem at hand (see Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 
2012). 

The study reported here was subject to a number of modifcations dur-

20. In that sense, qualitative or reconstructive research difers signifcantly from 
neopositivist, small-n research in political science that is, somewhat misleadingly, 
referred to as “qualitative” (e.g., Brady and Collier 2004; Collier and Mahoney 1996; 
George and Bennett 2005; Gerring 2007; King et al. 1994; Mahoney 2010) but that, 
aside from focusing on a small number of cases, does not share the basic outlook of 
reconstructive research as outlined above and difers fundamentally from it in regard 
not only to metatheoretical assumptions but also to the criteria that distinguish 
“good” science from “bad” (Kvale 1995; Seale 1999; Tracy 2010). 
21. Along similar lines, see Beiner 2009 (in the German language), for a highly 

insightful and accessible discussion of humanities research. 
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ing the analysis. For example, to take into account events that happened 
after the analysis began, the text corpus, originally including only the 11th– 
16th legislative periods (until 2009), was expanded to include the 17th 
period. The expanded corpus took into account the 2009 Kunduz air strike 
that, called in by a German ofcer, killed up to 142 people, including a con-
siderable number of civilians, and signifcantly infuenced the debate about 
the Afghanistan mission and the use of military force more generally (Noet-
zel 2011). 

The methods employed in this study also underwent modifcations. The 
original study was planned to use a mixed-methods design (see Creswell 
2003), combining quantitative lexicometric or corpus linguistic methods 
with an in-depth interpretive analysis of parliamentary debates (see Glasze 
2007b; Nabers 2015). Due to a number of practical and methodological con-
siderations, the lexicometric analysis had to be abandoned in favor of an 
interpretive discourse analysis, for two primary reasons, the frst of which 
was practical.22 Lexicometric analyses require machine-readable documents, 
and while German parliamentary debates are available as PDFs online via 
the Bundestag’s online documentation and information system,23 older 
documents were of such poor quality that they could not be converted reli-
ably into a machine-readable format. 

Growing methodological concerns also infuenced the decision to 
refrain from further pursuing the lexicometric analysis. Although, in prin-
ciple, corpus linguistic methods are primarily descriptive in nature, gaining 
meaningful results (about the frequency of certain words and so on) requires 
a number of interpretive interventions on the part of the researcher, includ-
ing, for example, excluding words that are frequently used but do not say 
anything about the specifc character of a given document (e.g., salutations 
at the beginning of speeches). Such interpretive interventions are not 
refected in the results of a lexicometric analysis, which consist of seemingly 
objective frequency counts. This absence poses signifcant problems in terms 
of refexivity and transparency as quality criteria for qualitative research. Put 
simply, instead of making transparent and problematizing the researcher’s 
“presence” (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012: 95), the presentation of fre-
quency counts deletes it, which is why I decided to abandon this part of the 
analysis. Such adaptations of a study’s research design not only are accept-

22. On lexicometrics, see, e.g., Wiedemann 2013. 
23. http://suche.bundestag.de/plenarprotokolle/search.form 
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able in reconstructive research but are commonly seen as a necessary pre-
condition to produce analyses that do justice to the phenomenon under 
investigation. 

Explanation as Articulation 

What does it mean to provide a discourse theoretical explanation? Discourse 
theory’s metatheoretical commitments afect its understanding of explana-
tion, which difers signifcantly from a deductive-nomological model of 
explanation or even from causal explanation more generally (Diez 2001: 12– 
13; Hollis and Smith 2004; Sanders 2002). To begin with, in contrast to other 
discursive approaches that claim that discourse has a causal efect on policy 
action (Banta 2013; Guzzini 2011; Schmidt and Radaelli 2004), a poststruc-
turalist approach must reject any causal connection between discourse, on 
one hand, and policy action, on the other. The reason is relatively straight-
forward: because policy action itself is meaningful, it has to be conceived of 
as inherent to discourse. As a consequence, claiming a causal connection 
between the two would be tautological (for a detailed discussion, see Hansen 
2006: pt. 1). 

Diferences between a discourse theoretical understanding of explana-
tion and more conventional ones also occur on a more fundamental level. 
Discourse theory conceives of theory-guided explanation as a form of articu-
lation. In this context, Howarth (2005) speaks about a “method of articula-
tion.” An explanatory articulation reads a substantive phenomenon through 
a specifc theoretical lens and, as a result, produces a specifc interpretation 
(articulation) of that phenomenon. Like any other form of articulation, it 
rearranges specifc discursive elements that are part of the phenomenon 
under investigation and establishes new relations between these elements 
and elements of the theory. As a result, the meaning of both “theoretical” 
and “empirical” elements is modifed by being rearticulated in a common 
discursive formation.24 A discourse theoretical explanation, then, “involves 
a mutual modifcation of the logics and concepts articulated together in the process 
of explaining each particular instance of research” (Howarth 2005: 327, italics in 
original). 

What this means in practice can be illustrated using the example of the 

24. The scare quotes highlight that “facts” are always “theory-laden” (Yanow 2006: 
13). As such, theory and empirical “data” are difcult to neatly separate in practice. 
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concept of the empty signifer in this study. As noted in chapter 1, previous 
studies have primarily highlighted cases in which a single signifer assumed 
the representation of a chain of equivalent demands (e.g., Herschinger 2011; 
Nabers 2015; Nonhof 2006), so that assumption served as a preliminary 
theoretical starting point guiding the present study. However, over the 
course of the empirical analysis, it became apparent that the discourse of 
networked security was constructed around not a single signifer but a clus-
ter of closely related signifers that referred to, broadly, the same demand—a 
blurred empty signifer. As a consequence, the theoretical framework had to 
be modifed (drawing, at least partly, on arguments from Reyes 2005), that is, 
rearticulated. This example demonstrates how an actual discourse analysis 
leaves one with both a new interpretation of the substantive case under 
investigation and a rearticulated version of the theory. 

Politics and Refexivity 

This very specifc notion of explanation has signifcant consequences for the 
epistemic status of the research product as well as for the way in which 
research should be conducted, which brings us back to discourse analysis as 
reconstructive research. To begin with, a discourse theoretical approach 
entails the acknowledgment that any analysis will unavoidably produce a 
specifc and partial representation of “reality,” depending on the diferent 
theoretical, normative and social discourses in which the researching sub-
ject is embedded (Howarth 2005: 322). This limitation has a number of con-
sequences. To begin with, it points to the necessity of epistemic modesty and 
skepticism. Thus, instead of producing objective truth, a discourse theoreti-
cal interpretation is formulated from a specifc standpoint in time and space, 
presenting a local form of truth rather than a general one (Kvale 1995: 21). As 
Howarth points out, “discourse-theoretical interpretations can only count 
as ‘candidates for truth or falsity,’ that is, can be regarded as potentially true, 
if they frst accord with the social ontologies and ‘regimes of truth’ within 
which they are generated” (2005: 328). 

More specifcally, a discourse theoretical approach requires the explicit 
acknowledgment of the situatedness and political nature of its own repre-
sentations, very much in line with critical IR (Laclau 2014c: 134; Zehfuss 
2013). On one hand, discourse analysis sets out to question assumptions that 
are taken for granted, which is why Nonhof stresses that discourse analysis 
should be seen as an explicitly political, “interventionist form of academic 
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work” (Nonhof 2017b: 2; also Guillaume 2013: 29–30). On the other hand, 
the results produced by that analysis are equally situated, partial, and selec-
tive, highlighting certain aspects and playing down others; they are, in that 
sense, political and never neutral or objective (see Neumann and Neumann 
2017). Like any other practice, research has to be understood as “performa-
tive” (Butler 1993: 13; Denzin and Lincoln 2003a, 2003b).25 Indeed, as is 
nowhere more visible than with respect to colonialism, research itself is 
often implicated in the reproduction of structures of domination (Denzin et 
al. 2008; Hendershot and Mutimer 2018; Said 1979; Smith 2013). 

Such a form of research has to implement diferent quality criteria than 
studies that seek value-neutral, objective knowledge (e.g., Geddes 2003; 
Goertz and Mahoney 2012b; King et al. 1994; Mahoney 2010). Here, the 
notion of objectivity is replaced with the notion of trustworthiness (Cousin 
2010; Denzin 2009; Denzin and Lincoln 2003a, 2003b; Flick 2006: ch. 2; 
Seale 1999; Tracy 2010), for which transparency and refexivity particularly 
play a crucial role. Thus, rather than striving to minimize the impact of the 
researching subject on the research process, qualitative, reconstructive, or 
interpretive researchers would doubt that the process could ever be suf-
ciently quarantined. From such a perspective, the researching subject is nec-
essary for research to function. As Glynos and Howarth argue, “the process 
of articulating diferent elements together in order to construct a critical 
explanation always requires practices of judgment enacted by a particular 
researching subject” (2007: 183; see Bull 1966). 

The many decisions involved in such research is visible even in very 
mundane, practical matters. One example is translation. A study that relies 
on German-language documents but is written in English requires that 
quotes are translated. In this book, all translations, if not otherwise indi-
cated, have been done by the author, which, in itself, involves a signifcant 
amount of interpretation. Literal translations, particularly on a word-by-
word basis (Wierzbicka 2013a, 2013b), often miss the exact meaning of a cer-
tain phrase or passage. Most words simply do not perfectly line up in mean-
ing across languages. For example, the German word Gewalt is best translated 
into the English word violence, both referring, at least in everyday discourse 
(but see Galtung and Hoivik 1971; Vázquez 2011), to the infiction of direct 
physical damage to people (Tilly 2003: 3). At the same time, Gewalt can, in 

25. This performative aspect has already been pointed out by, for instance, George, 
in his argument about the “world-making nature of theory” and about its character as 
“everyday political practice” (1994: 3). 
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certain contexts, refer to what in English is called force, power, control, or 
authority, to name but a few examples. Thus, translation often involves the 
decision between either a literal translation that misses the actual contextual 
meaning of a certain passage or a translation that departs from a faithful 
translation but approximates a passage’s contextual meaning (Wierzbicka 
2013b: 2). I have opted for translation that preserves contextual meaning, 
while providing original German terms in cases of ambiguity. Nevertheless, 
it is worth noting that the limits to “translatability” (Wierzbicka 2013b) 
already pose a signifcant challenge to objectivity (presuming objectivity 
were possible).26 This challenge is but one example of how interpretation 
and judgment are unavoidable in research. 

As a consequence of what they see as an unavoidably less-than-objective 
nature of research, qualitative, reconstructive, or interpretive studies place 
emphasis on refexivity and transparency.27 Refexivity here refers to the pro-
cess of critically questioning the researcher’s “own sense-making and the 
particular circumstances that might have afected it” (Schwartz-Shea and 
Yanow 2012: 100).28 At the same time, if objectivity is indeed an “illusion,” as 
Ashley (1981: 207) claims, the consequence has to be not only to question 
one’s own choices but to lay bare the researching subject’s involvement. 
Thus, interpretive research requires an attitude of “criticality” (Guillaume 
2013) in which the researching subject constantly questions his or her 
choices and recognizes their political quality. A reconstructive research 
logic, as it is understood here, involves a form of “auditing” as a “method-
ologically self-critical account of how the research was done” (Seale 1999: 
468), to transparently communicate choices made during the research pro-
cess and to refect on potential biases (Salter 2013b: 15; Weller 2005).29 Above 

26. Whether and to what extent worldviews depend on language and, as a result, 
might not be understandable for speakers of other languages continues to be debated 
(Chakkarath 2015: 5). 
27. Many (neo)positivist scholars also recognize that reality does not reveal itself 

directly to the researcher’s eye. The main diference between researchers is in which 
consequences are to be drawn from this fact. Where neopositivist researchers opt for 
technical solutions (i.e., methods) to minimize the impact of values, preconceptions, 
bias, and so on, my argument would be not only that keeping the researching subject 
out of the research is impossible but also that the instruments employed are them-
selves productive rather than neutral (Aradau and Huysmans 2014; Aradau et al. 
2014; Law 2004, 2009; Smith 2013). 
28. Refexivity has also received signifcant attention in IR (Davies et al. 2004; 

Eagleton-Pierce 2011; Hamati-Ataya 2011, 2013, 2018; Hofman 1987: 232). 
29. Researchers emphasizing the discursively constructed nature of the world 

would argue that refexivity is a necessary ingredient for any methodologically careful 
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all, this auditing involves a consideration of the researcher’s own positional-
ity (Cousin 2010), that is, the diferent academic (e.g., theoretical, method-
ological, empirical) and everyday discourses (political, personal) in which 
the researching subject is embedded, which will infuence how a specifc 
researching subject interprets the research material. Prior “knowledge” (the-
ories, preconceptions about empirical phenomena, etc.) and (often implicit) 
normative commitments infuence which questions we ask, which aspects 
of the research material we deem important or negligible, and how we inter-
pret the material (Herborth 2010: 278–79; Nørgaard 2008: 4). 

In the following discussion, I will try, insofar as the limited scope of this 
chapter allows, to alert the reader to various decisions made during the 
research process, thus deliberately disrupting what might otherwise have 
been a smooth scientifc narrative about a coherent object (see Law 2004). 
This requires a shift in gear when it comes to style, from the neutral language 
of “science” to the explicit thematization of the personal experiences of the 
researcher—that is, explicitly “writing the researcher(s) into their work” 
(Higate and Cameron 2006: 220). It also means to abandon, to some extent 
at least, “the academic voice that seems mandatory if one is to gain scholarly 
legitimacy” (Doty 2004: 378).30 Such a shift in both focus and style is, despite 
increasing autoethnographic work in IR, still unusual.31 However, it is, in my 
opinion, unavoidable if the aim is to allow for a qualifed assessment of the 
epistemic status of the knowledge produced as partial, political, and contin-
gent on the exercise of judgment by a specifc researching subject.32 

research endeavors, including quantitative research (Mays and Pope 1995: 109). After 
all, God did not hand down the Correlates of War data set together with the Ten Com-
mandments, and the current “replication crisis” is only one example of how quantita-
tive studies are also much more subject to interpretation than is commonly assumed 
(Ishiyama 2014; Pashler and Wagenmakers 2012; Schooler 2014; Silberzahn and Uhl-
mann 2015). 
30. Law (2004: 2), for instance, discusses in detail the norm to present research 

fndings in a precise, concise, and consistent manner that often cannot account for 
the “messy” nature of reality. 
31. Over the past years, a number of special journal issues and books have focused 

explicitly on autoethnography (see Bleiker and Brigg 2010; Brigg and Bleiker 2010; 
Dauphinee 2010, 2013a, 2013b; Doty 2010; Edkins 2013; Inayatullah 2013b; Mup-
pidi 2013; Neumann 2010). 
32. The need to refect on the researcher’s assumptions and biases was demon-

strated in no more immediate fashion than in the case of Bronislaw Malinowski, who 
became rather famous among anthropologists due to his methodological contribu-
tions that stressed the importance of analyzing diferent cultures “from the native’s 
point of view” (Geertz 1975: 47) and in a general frame of “tolerance, sympathy and 
empathy” (Stocking 1968: 189). The credibility of his contributions was put in serious 
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That said, there are limits to the extent to which such an audit can suc-
ceed. Thus, if we take seriously the assumption that subjects are discur-
sively produced, our ability to question the very discourses that constitute 
us as subjects will be limited. One example of this limitation is what Flem-
ing (2018: ch. 1) calls “racial stupidity,” the fact that people living in West-
ern countries, particularly white people, often fail to recognize racism and 
systemic discrimination for what it is, because they live in a white suprem-
acist society in which racism and racial discrimination is often hidden and 
in which the continued oppression of people of color is usually denied or 
explained by factors other than racism. Any refection on a researching 
subject’s decisions is also limited in a more practical sense. If a complete 
refection of one’s own biases was theoretically possible, it would certainly 
exceed what can realistically be done as part of a study that itself is not 
primarily autoethnographic.33 Strictly speaking, the empirical demon-
stration of how my specifc positionality as the author of this particular 
book difers from the interpretation that a diferent researching subject 
would have produced would only be possible on the basis of a second 
study conducted by someone else. Thus, while refexivity can help lay bare 
a number of potential biases and the overall political character of the anal-
ysis, it cannot empirically show how this particular analysis was infu-
enced by the specifc positionality of me as a particular researching sub-
ject as compared to a diferent researching subject. Nevertheless, even if 
demonstrating exactly how the author’s positionality infuenced the 
analysis remains out of reach, it is still crucial to critically refect on difer-
ent factors that infuence the analysis presented here, including theoreti-
cal presuppositions, potential sources of bias, and so on, although the fol-
lowing discussion of such factors will have to remain incomplete for the 
practical reasons already specifed. 

Most importantly, any empirical fndings will be infuenced by the main 
theoretical framework of any study—in this case, discourse theory. This 
point seems obvious, but it is worth recalling that while discourse theory 
provides new insights on the empirical phenomenon under investigation 
here, a hegemony analysis delivers a partial and selective reading, stressing 
only specifc aspects of what is an infnitely complex, ambivalent or even 

doubt by the posthumous publication of his research diary, which revealed him as 
blatantly racist (Stocking 1968: 189). 
33. Dauphinee’s (2013a) autoethnographic study demonstrates how such a refec-

tion can easily escalate into a book-length manuscript. 
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contradictory discourse. Aside from the main theoretical framework, other 
articulations and discourses, such as additional theoretical as well as norma-
tive frameworks (prior knowledge about what is commonly considered rele-
vant in German foreign policy and in security studies more generally), 
unavoidably infuence what is deemed relevant or negligible and how it is 
endowed with meaning during the analysis. 

To begin with, the acceptance of out-of-area operations only seems puz-
zling if read against the background of various bodies of literature, most 
notably conventional constructivist research that would expect antimilita-
rism to constrain German policy (e.g., Berger 1998; Maull 1990), research 
questioning the utility and ethics of military operations (e.g., Zehfuss 2018), 
and peace research that criticizes a strong military bias in German policy on 
confict prevention (see, e.g., Fischer 2004; Müller 2000), including my own 
previous research (Stengel and Weller 2008, 2010). My prior academic inter-
ests infuence the way I approach data analysis. Thus, my concern that the 
acceptance of out-of-area operations as a social practice needs explanation 
has to do with the specifc academic debates in which I am embedded. 
Against a diferent theoretical and/or normative background, other aspects 
of German security policy might seem in need of explanation. Thus, a num-
ber of authors are more concerned with what they perceive as an insufcient 
adaptation to an objectively changed security environment. Understood 
this way, the puzzle in need of explanation is not so much the expansion of 
out-of-area operations per se but why force transformation has not kept pace 
with international developments despite what those authors argue is an 
obvious need to enable the Bundeswehr to “meet future operational chal-
lenges” (Dyson 2019: 1). Both positions refect (implicit or explicit) theoreti-
cal and empirical assumptions (regarding, e.g., the current security situa-
tion, the most important threats and their underlying causes, or the 
efectiveness of military operations) as well as normative commitments (e.g., 
about the desirability of military operations) that infuence what we per-
ceive as puzzles in need of explanation. 

Aside from discourse theory itself, the research reported here has been 
infuenced by critical studies on security and/or the military (for an over-
view, see Browning and McDonald 2013; Stavrianakis and Stern 2018) and by 
critical IR more generally (e.g., Edkins and Vaughan-Williams 2009; Zehfuss 
2013), particularly feminist, postcolonial, critical geopolitical, and (broadly) 
poststructuralist analyses of foreign policy, violence, and interventions, 
which has contributed to an increasingly skeptical stance on my part regard-
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ing the military as an institution and its utility for foreign policy. Moreover, 
it has alerted me to the “dark sides” of Western states’ foreign policies, which 
“we” in the West too often simply assume to be obviously “benign” (Hof-
mann 2001), including ethical problems associated with (purportedly 
humanitarian) military interventions.34 This tension fuels much of my 
interest in studying military operations in the frst place and unavoidably 
infuences how I approach out-of-area operations as an object of analysis. 

The various discourses in which any researching subject is embedded 
will very likely make certain text passages or phrases seem more relevant 
(almost jumping at the researcher) while others go relatively unnoticed. For 
instance, reading feminist literature will alert one to constructions of mascu-
linity and femininity, specifc constructions of rationality and irrationality, 
sobriety and emotionality, activeness and passivity, strength and weakness, 
and so on (e.g., Hooper 2001). As a consequence, it is virtually impossible 
not to take notice of arguments that claim, for instance, that pacifsm, 
although it might principally be morally desirable, rests on unrealistic 
assumptions about the world of international politics. Such statements, 
which are also prominent in the discourse on German security (see the dis-
cussion in chapter 3), are a clear expression of a traditional masculinist artic-
ulation of what it means to be rational and realistic. 

Occupying a certain (set of) subject position(s) within a specifc society 
means that any researching subject will unavoidably sufer from certain 
biases and blind spots (Berger and Luckmann 1967; Hindess 1973) as a result 
of assumptions that are taken for granted. Applied to this study, informal 
knowledge and experiences obtained by growing up as a white male in Ger-
many mean that I will see the world in a certain way and will very likely be 
less observant of, for example, racial and gender discrimination, simply 
because, as a member of the dominant group in my society, I am not sub-
jected to sexism or racism in my daily life (Fleming 2018). As a consequence, 
it is not unlikely that I will miss (without even being able to point out) cer-
tain aspects of the discourse under investigation, aspects that might imme-
diately jump out at, for instance, a woman of color or someone living in a 
society at the receiving end of Western military interventions. To some 
extent, this problem can be mitigated (but not resolved) by engaging critical 
perspectives that can create “stranger-ness” (Yanow 2006: 19) by questioning 

34. There are countless studies concerned with these ethical problems see, e.g., 
Chandler 2004; Lambach 2015; Muppidi 2012; Orford 1999; Owens 2003; Shepherd 
2006; Zehfuss 2018. 
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assumptions that are taken for granted. For example, reading literature on 
critical race theory (e.g., Crenshaw 2011; Delgado and Stefancic 2017; Mills 
2014) can increase awareness for racial discrimination. In a similar way, criti-
cal studies problematize articulations otherwise taken for granted—such as 
the articulation of a universal linear progress toward Western-style liberal 
democracy (Chakrabarty 2000), inherent in, for instance, understandings of 
development or notions of the Taliban being stuck in the “Stone Age” (Stein-
meier 16/233, 8 September 2009: 26303)—or alert us to the political conse-
quences of the detached, technical language employed in research (Thomas 
2011). In that sense, what researchers bring to the table is not simply a hin-
drance to objective knowledge but can also be enabling knowledge in the 
frst place (Yanow 2006: 19). 

Moreover, as a researching subject, I am, to some extent, a product of my 
history, personal and professional, which will unavoidably infuence my 
analysis, although this is not often acknowledged in IR. For example, I am 
deeply skeptical of the utility and normative desirability of military vio-
lence, which (in addition to my exposure to critical IR) is partially the result 
of my embeddedness in social relations as a private person. This embedded-
ness includes, for example, my upbringing in a leftist German family with 
parents who were members of the antinuclear, peace, and feminist move-
ments, as well as my own experiences as a conscript in the army (see Crane-
Seeber 2017). Growing up in a specifc country, furthermore, infuences a 
subject’s normative commitments, and widespread antimilitarism certainly 
did not lessen my own skepticism. Refexivity can help mitigate these infu-
ences, but it is doubtful that it will completely ofset the infuence of norma-
tive commitments. 

At the same time, being embedded in everyday discourses can be an asset 
for the analysis. For instance, a number of my interpretations of German par-
liamentary discourse become possible only because of my background 
knowledge about German society and its norms, values, and culture. The 
meanings of a number of statements in the Bundestag are clear to me because 
of my being part of German society. For example, in a 1987 debate about a 
decision to deploy naval vessels to the Mediterranean, Green Party MPs 
called the operation a “panther’s leap” (Pantherspung, Beer, 11/34, 16 October 
1987: 2302). The meaning of the phrase might not be immediately clear to 
outside observers, but for me, the term is intimately linked to German impe-
rialism, because I learned about the German Empire in high school.35 Know-

35. The Panthersprung refers to German emperor Wilhelm II’s decision to deploy the 
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ing this made it readily apparent to me why the comment was met with 
indignation—namely, because it compared the FRG to the German Empire. 
This understanding of local meanings is what ethnographers have to pains-
takingly acquire through, for instance, participant observation or 
interviews. 

Finally, the practical circumstances under which we conduct and write 
up our research unavoidably have an impact on the number and kind of 
ideas we can pursue and on the bodies of literature we can incorporate into 
any given project. Although neither impact is usually a topic in social sci-
ence research, practical circumstances do play a role, and I think it is impor-
tant to lay bare their efect. Most notably, our current neoliberal academic 
system, which places emphasis on competition between researchers for a 
limited number of fxed-term positions, creates pressures to publish results 
quickly and, as a consequence, to make practical decisions in regard to which 
aspects to include.36 For instance, discussion of white supremacy’s role in 
German foreign policy should receive more attention theoretically than it 
has here (see U. A. Müller 2011; Muppidi 2018; Vucetic and Persaud 2018), 
and this study does not engage more thoroughly with feminism, postcolo-
nialism, and critical race studies (e.g., Crenshaw 2011; Delgado and Stefancic 
2017; Hawkesworth 2010; Nayak 2007) due, mainly, to the kind of practical 
considerations that, in theory, should be of minor concern in determining 
when a research project is complete. 

The preceding examples are just a few select factors that can infuence an 
analysis. If not for space concerns, a list of them could be continued almost 
infnitely. It is important to note that the aforementioned factors are quite 
subjective, in the sense that they are relevant to me as opposed to a diferent 
researching subject. Despite an explicit commitment to self-refection and 
an attitude of “self-doubt” (Salter 2013a: 2), they unavoidably infuence my 
research in one way or another. 

Relativism and the Possibility of Critique 

Final issues that need to be addressed here are to what extent and exactly 
how critique, broadly understood as “the assessment of the behavior . . . of 

German gunboat Panther to Agadir, Morocco, to force France to surrender colonial 
domains to Germany (see Schöllgen 1998: 406–7). 
36. For a discussion of the pressures associated with the neoliberalization of higher 

education, see, e.g., Münch 2014, as well as the third issue of Scandinavian Journal of 
Management 28 (2012). 
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others in relation to certain norms” (Lepsius 1964: 82), plays a role in a dis-
course theoretical analysis such as this one (for a discussion from a discourse 
perspective, see Nonhof 2017b). Although the main purpose of this research 
is not primarily normative, the question of normativity still needs to be 
addressed, because normativity, whether implicit or explicit, cannot be 
escaped. Discourse analyses are usually considered part of critical social 
research, in the sense that they reveal the contingency of assumptions, thus 
opening up “thinking space” (George 1989). At the same time, to what extent 
critique requires the formulation of a positive normative vision continues to 
be debated in critical IR, with some scholars arguing that without articulat-
ing an emancipatory alternative, poststructuralist approaches could not be 
considered critical (Hynek and Chandler 2013). This argument ties in with 
debates in discourse theory about its apparent “normative defcit” (Critch-
ley 2004; 2012). 

This problem is further aggravated in the case of discourse theory, 
because theorists contest to what extent the explicit political stance in favor 
of “radical democracy,” taken by many leading proponents of discourse the-
ory, is consistent with post-foundationalism (e.g., Howarth 2008; Moufe 
2005b). The question here is how, from a poststructuralist perspective, one 
can justify preferring one set of normative commitments (e.g., radical 
democracy) over another, without slipping into methodological inconsis-
tency. As noted above, a discourse theoretical perspective treats normative 
foundations as the contingent result of past discursive struggles. As a conse-
quence, criticizing certain practices (e.g., war) on the basis of some norma-
tive principles alleged to be universally valid can hardly be seen as consistent 
with a post-foundational perspective. 

In this context, Marttila and Gengnagel (2015: 62) have proposed that a 
discourse theoretical critique can only take the form of an “unmasking cri-
tique” that “reveals [subjects’ conscious self-conceptions of the world] as 
being symptoms of subjectively unacknowledged supra-subjective struc-
tures.”37 Beyond merely questioning discourses that are taken for granted, 
such a form of critique has to turn its gaze on itself, because the critic is 
unavoidably afected by bias, most notably by the discourses in which the 
critic is embedded, as well as in the critic’s choice of what to critique and 
based on which standards (Marttila and Gengnagel 2015: 63–64). What a 

37. This proposal corresponds to Flügel-Martinsen’s (2010) notion of an “interro-
gating” (befragend) form of critique. 
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researcher considers worth revealing is informed by normative principles. I 
addressed the issue of positionality above, but the issues of what to critique 
and how still need at least brief address. 

To navigate the dilemma of either claiming a false objectivity and forgo-
ing the possibility of critique or falling into normative ad hocism, I choose a 
pragmatic solution. Rather than arguing that practices like military opera-
tions are inherently problematic in ethical terms (which would imply adopt-
ing an essentialist position ad hoc), I argue, more modestly, that they are 
ethically problematic within the context of the normative framework 
accepted by (the majority of) the participants in the discourse under investi-
gation. I use the discourse participants’ own proclaimed norms as a yard-
stick. Thus, I rely on a form of immanent critique (Herzog 2016), pointing to 
contradictions within the German security discourse, that is, between the 
values commonly articulated by the discourse participants themselves, on 
the one hand, and German security discourse and foreign policy actions, on 
the other. 

Although core values that are especially uncontested are often taken for 
granted implicitly rather than spelled out, discourse participants sometimes 
reference sedimented normative practices explicitly, particularly in contexts 
where the Self is delineated from an Other. The limited space here prohibits 
a detailed discussion of all sedimented practices, but consider, for instance, 
the following claim made by Chancellor Schröder shortly after 9/11: 

We insist . . . that the promises of the American Declaration of Independence 

are universally valid. There it says: 

“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, 

that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that 

among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” (Schröder, 

14/187, 19 September 2001: 18301)38 

This quote provides a partial illustration of the liberal democratic values— 
such as equality, democratic participation, human rights, self-determination, 
and nonviolent modes of dispute resolution—that make up the most funda-

38. In the debate, Schröder quoted a German translation, not the English original. 
The text cited here is not my translation of the German version but a direct quote of 
the original Declaration of Independence (CATO Institute 2002). However, the Ger-
man translation Schröder quoted does not speak of “all men” being “created equal” 
but uses the gender-neutral term “all people” (alle Menschen). 
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mental normative sedimented practices relevant in the context under inves-
tigation (Kirste and Maull 1996; Risse-Kappen 1995: 499–500; Viehof 2014; 
Ypi 2013). The empirical analysis in the present study (in particular, chapter 
3) provides a more detailed discussion of how the German liberal democratic 
Self is constructed through the exclusion of an authoritarian and aggressive 
Other. 

methods: Corpus seleCtion and Coding 

Having discussed the methodological implications of a discourse theoretical 
approach, I now turn to the more practical matters of corpus selection and 
methods of data analysis. 

Delineating the Text Corpus: Limits of the Discourse, Corpus Selection, and the 
Discursive Arena 

A discourse analysis usually analyzes a limited number of “texts” to draw 
broad conclusions about the larger discourse in which these documents 
appear (Schwab-Trapp 2008: 173).39 Crucial to avoiding what neopositivist 
social science would call “selection bias” or “sample bias” (see Collier and 
Mahoney 1996; Rohlfng and Starke 2013; Seawright and Gerring 2008)40 is 
the careful selection of texts included in the corpus to be analyzed (see Jør-
gensen and Phillips 2002; Keller 2013). A frst preliminary step in the process 
of corpus selection is to clearly delineate the limits of the discourse to be 
analyzed. 

In principle, one can distinguish discourses along a number of dimen-
sions (see table 4), including their spatial extension (local, regional, national, 
or transnational discourses), their respective discursive arenas (e.g., parlia-
mentary, media, or academic discourses), topical focus (e.g., national secu-
rity, medical, or development discourses), location and extension in time 
(e.g., medieval or modern discourses), and, fnally, their degree of accep-

39. Although this study analyzes traditional texts (parliamentary protocols), a dis-
course analysis can focus on a broad range of “texts,” such as images (Bleiker 2017; 
Hansen 2011; Shim 2014; Shim and Stengel 2017), audiovisual media (Heck 2017), 
music (Bleiker 2009; Franke and Schiltz 2013; Franklin 2005; Solomon 2012), or even 
architecture (Tallis 2020). 
40. Both problems are not exactly identical, because the claim to having generated 

generalizable knowledge is much less pronounced in interpretive studies. 
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tance, sedimentation, or institutionalization (discursive orders being the 
most sedimented). In addition, one can distinguish between diferent levels 
of (nested) discourses and subdiscourses, which can be further subdivided 
along diferent dimensions. For instance, it makes sense to conceive of devel-
opment and security discourses as part of larger foreign policy discourses (a 
thematic dimension) or to understand the parliamentary discourse as part 
of the larger political discourse, which includes ofcial government dis-
course as well.41 

It is important to keep in mind that these distinctions are both analyti-
cal and political in nature, for at least two reasons. First, the arrangement of 
diferent discourses and subdiscourses is the contingent result of articula-
tions. Discourses develop over time as distinguishable entities, as well as 
change, merge, or even disappear over time. Consequently, the (historically 
contingent) boundaries of individual discourses have to be established dur-
ing the analysis and will vary with context. Second, the discourse that 
becomes the subject of a specifc study is produced by the researcher’s artic-
ulatory practices. In reality, mainly due to their unavoidable unfxity, dis-
courses overlap, and the boundaries between them shift as meaning is reart-
iculated in discursive practices. Reality is infnitely complicated, so any 
description will unavoidably have to simplify, which entails making deci-
sions and exercising judgment. Thus, to a signifcant extent, distinct dis-
courses are the product of a political intervention by the researcher, who, 
through articulation, sketches the boundaries of a specifc discourse and 
consequently creates a specifc, unavoidably partial and contingent repre-
sentation of that discourse. 

TABLE 4. Dimensions that distinguish discourses 

Dimension Example 

Spatial extension National versus transnational or 
international discourses 

Arena Parliamentary versus media discourses 
Topic Security versus development discourses 
Time period Cold War versus post–Cold War discourses 
Degree of acceptance/sedimentation Hegemonic versus marginalized discourses 

41. While the parliamentary and governmental discourses overlap to a signifcant 
extent, they are still distinct. For instance, the parliamentary discourse includes state-
ments made within, in this case, the German Bundestag, while the governmental dis-
course includes statements by cabinet members, independent of the arena in which 
statements take place (see Baumann 2006: 85–90). 
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The discourse under investigation in the present study is the German 
security discourse (for an overview, see table 5) , which is understood here 
as limited in a number of ways. To begin with, the focus here is exclusively 
on parliamentary debates in the German Bundestag, ranging from 1987 (to 
incorporate the end of the Cold War and German unifcation) until 2013 
(to incorporate the Yugoslav wars, 9/11, and the 2009 Kunduz air strike, all 
of which were central for German military policy). Moreover, the scope of 
this study is limited to external security, excluding domestic security (let 
alone other understandings of security—e.g., social security).42 The exter-
nal security discourse is concerned with security threats (articulated as) 
originating outside a country’s borders. As specifc thematic discourses, 
security discourses are concerned with the current security situation, 
including the most important threats faced by a given actor, the best strat-
egy to achieve and/or maintain security under the given circumstances, 
and which policy instruments to employ (i.e., how) to achieve that goal. In 
short, security discourses, as I understand them here, are concerned pri-
marily with grand strategy. Traditionally, the main instrument of external 
security provision is the use of armed forces, which is why matters of the 
military are usually considered part of security policy. In this study, when I 
refer to the German security discourse, I mean the parliamentary discourse 
concerned with the external security of Germany, mainly after the end of 
the Cold War (while I generally acknowledge that there will be some over-
lap with other discourses). 

The structure of the discourse can be further specifed in terms of its dif-
ferent levels. The central focus of this study is the German security discourse, 
which is part of the wider German foreign policy discourse and is further 
partitioned into topically specifc subdiscourses, such as the counterterror-

TABLE 5. Specifying the discourse under investigation 

Spatial extension Arena Topic Time period 

National discourse Parliamentary External security Post–Cold War 
(Germany) discourse (German 

Bundestag) 

Note: This table purposefully leaves out the question of dissemination/sedimentation. Since the 
present study examines discursive change over time, the degree of dissemination and sedimenta-
tion varies over the time period under investigation. 

42. The distinction between domestic and international, inside and outside, is not 
unproblematic but the contingent result of past discursive practices (Hellmann et al. 
2016b; Walker 1993). 
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ism discourse or the discourse on confict prevention.43 These distinctions 
are not necessarily generalizable beyond Germany, nor will they fnd univer-
sal agreement. Most notably, peace researchers and activists will likely con-
test the subordination of the discourse on confict prevention to the security 
discourse (which one can argue is itself an indicator of securitization). How-
ever, that subordination refects how confict prevention is articulated by 
discourse participants in parliament, as part of security policy (see, e.g., 
Schröder, 14/35, 22 April 1999: 5764). In this particular, historically contin-
gent case, the discourse on confict prevention in its current form emerged as 
a distinct subdiscourse only with the end of the Cold War, when peace oper-
ations became a much more prominent topic internationally due to the 
Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and the wars in Somalia and Yugoslavia. Figure 4 
provides a simplifed illustration of a possible foreign policy discourse. 

In this context, it is important to briefy revisit the distinction between 
discourses and discursive orders. I understand discursive orders as discursive 
formations that have established themselves as the dominant, presumed 
way of understanding the world within a specifc issue area, society, time 
period, and so on. If one particular project, such as the project of networked 
security, manages to establish itself as the dominant discourse, it becomes 
the new security order. That does not mean, however, that this security order 
becomes coextensive with the overall security discourse. The security dis-
course encompasses the entirety of articulations concerned with external 
security, including not just the hegemonic security order but equally subor-
dinated and marginalized discourses, political demands challenging the cur-
rent order, and so forth. To some extent, there will always be alternative 
articulations, marginalized discourses, and discursive struggles over mean-
ing. Hegemony does not mean that marginalized voices cease to exist. Like 
the discursive order, they remain part of the overall thematic discourse. 

43. I understand confict prevention here in a very general fashion as “any struc-
tural or intercessory means to keep intrastate or interstate tensions and disputes from 
escalating into signifcant violence and use of armed force, to strengthen the capabili-
ties of parties to possible violent conficts for resolving their disputes peacefully, and 
to progressively reduce the underlying problems that produce those tensions and dis-
putes” (Lund 2002: 117n6). This defnition of prevention is broader than more nar-
row understandings of confict prevention as interventions prior to the outbreak of 
violence and includes confict resolution (during an armed confict) and peace con-
solidation (after the termination of combat), encompassing “diferent entry points for 
intervention at the various stages of confict cycles” (Kaldor et al. 2007: 278). The def-
nition I use is in line with the understanding of crisis prevention employed by the 
German government (see Federal Government 2004). 
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Fig. 4. Example for nested (sub)discourses in a foreign policy discourse 

To avoid the discourse analytical equivalent of selection bias, the corpus 
under investigation here includes the plenary protocols of all debates occur-
ring between the 11th and 17th legislative periods (1987–2013) whose pri-
mary focus is on German security policy and/or the armed forces. The docu-
ments were selected from all tables of contents produced during the period 
under investigation. Limiting the corpus to parliamentary debates has the 
advantage of allowing for systematic comparisons over time, because it 
makes sense to assume that the content of statements will vary with each 
audience (Baumann 2006). The analysis is based on written transcripts of all 
verbal debates meeting the aforementioned criteria, including, for example, 
debates over specifc deployment decisions, which, following a 1994 ruling 
by the Federal Constitutional Court (Bundesverfassungsgericht, BverfG), 
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have to be decided by the Bundestag (see Brummer 2015; Meyer 2006; Wief-
elspütz 2009). Also included are legislation regarding military policy (includ-
ing the defense budget), government policy statements, previously agreed 
debates, matters of topical interest, and major interpellations on security 
policy, as well as questions submitted by individual members of parliament 
during question time (Mündliche Anfragen, Fragestunde).44 

The analysis proceeded in two stages, beginning with an analysis of the 
discourse structure based on the entire corpus, followed by a more in-depth 
analysis of a subselection of documents (Diaz-Bone 2006; Jäger 2001). The 
frst reason for this approach is pragmatic: the corpus under investigation 
spans more than 25 years, and an in-depth analysis of all documents would 
have exceeded the amount of manageable data. The second reason is simply 
that not all debates are equally insightful. For instance, many debates focus 
on rather technical issues (e.g., changes in remuneration, the distribution of 
garrisons around the country, or pension reform), rather than on the pur-
pose of German security policy. The selection of which debates should 
receive more attention, which relatively less, and which could be ignored 
altogether was based on a comprehensive reading of the entire corpus. 

Two aspects in particular deserve further attention: the question of the 
time frame and the focus on protocols of parliamentary debates in contrast 
to other “texts” (broadly understood as meaningful material). The selected 
time frame, from 1987 until 2013, can be explained by the aim to include 
important, widely recognized turning points in German foreign and secu-
rity policy (see Baumann et al. 1999; Dufeld 1999). These points include, 
most obviously, the end of the Cold War and unifcation, as well as impor-
tant and heavily disputed military operations (e.g., Operation Deliberate 
Force, the frst German participation in a post–Cold War combat operation, 
in 1995;45 the controversial 1999 Kosovo operation Allied Force; and the 

44. The diferent items of business are outlined in the Bundestag’s Rules of Proce-
dure (Geschäftsordnung des Deutschen Bundestages, GOBT), the ones relevant here 
in §§ 75, 76, 100–106, annexes 4, 5. Excluded were all documents that were not part 
of the verbal debate, such as speeches directly submitted to the protocol or minor 
interpellations (see Kepplinger 2009: 99–116). 
45. Although it is commonly claimed in the literature that Operation Allied Force 

in 1999 marked the frst German participation in a combat operation (Baumann and 
Hellmann 2001: 67; Wiefelspütz 2003: 146–47), former defense minister Volker Rühe 
(2011: v) has pointed out that German aircraft participated in air strikes carried out 
against Bosnian Serb targets, as part of Operation Deliberate Force. Thus, it is debatable 
whether the 1999 Kosovo intervention should really be considered the “signifcant 
landmark” (Hyde-Price 2001: 19) in postwar German history that some observers 
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operations in Afghanistan). Specifcally, with the inclusion of the 17th legis-
lative period, the debates about the 2009 Kunduz air strike—which, accord-
ing to Noetzel (2011), triggered a reinterpretation of the German operation 
in Afghanistan—are included. 

Although parliamentary debates are a common type of document used 
for discourse analyses,46 so are, for example, newspaper articles. The decision 
for an analysis of parliamentary debates in the present study was primarily 
motivated by the fact that the Bundestag is the arena where discursive strug-
gles over policy, particularly foreign policy, are most likely to take place, 
which makes parliamentary protocols especially suited for the analysis of 
discursive change. Although decision makers too draw on news reports for 
their information (in addition to classifed intelligence: see Avey and Desch 
2014: 238), studies on press-state relations have emphasized that “routine 
news” is usually initiated by the political system and that the media tends to 
refect positions argued within the political system (Katz 2009: 200; for the 
German context, see Eilders and Lüter 2000; Sarcinelli and Menzel 2007: 
330). Moreover, because of the possibility to ask a speaker questions or to 
comment in the form of a short intervention, parliamentary debates have 
the great advantage of allowing the researcher to examine contestation in 
practice, thus making assumptions that are taken for granted accessible for 
the researcher (Foucault 1982: 780). In addition, the Bundestag’s role is par-
ticularly important with respect to out-of-area operations, due to the 
Bundeswehr’s character as a “parliamentary army”: any troop deployment 
has to be put to a vote in the Bundestag (Meyer 2006: 56–59; Wiefelspütz 
2003: 134). As a consequence, the Bundestag is also the most important audi-
ence for any demands to participate in military operations. 

Finally important to discuss are the characteristics of the German Bund-
estag as a specifc discursive arena, understood as a “cross-linked ensemble of 
positionings within a discursive space” (Wrana 2014: 36). Articulations take 
place in a prestructured environment, in which sedimented practices regu-
late what can legitimately be said and by whom. In terms of identifying 
which persons count as “privileged storytellers” (Campbell 1993: 7) in the 

make it out to be. Moreover, as Maull rightly points out, the reorientation of German 
security policy had taken place before the Kosovo intervention, not with it (Maull 
2000: 58). 
46. Examples for discourse analyses of parliamentary protocols include Dalgaard-

Nielsen 2006, Ilie 2003, Martinson 2012, Schwab-Trapp 2008, van Dijk 2006a, and 
Wagner 2005. 
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German Bundestag,47 we can distinguish between diferent factors, includ-
ing (1) various degrees of formal and informal authority (i.e., deriving from 
ofcial ofce or personal standing); (2) speaker positions within parliamen-
tary and government structures, parliamentary groups and groupings,48 and 
the corresponding parties (see von Alemann 2000: ch. 4); and (3) topic-
specifc versus general authority to speak (e.g., on behalf of a parliamentary 
group or the government). 

In terms of formal authority, members of the cabinet have a privileged 
speaker position. In Germany as in other countries, foreign policy is com-
monly considered to fall within the purview of the executive (Gareis 2005: 
36; Geis 2013a: 232; Oppermann and Höse 2011: 48). Table 6 presents an 
overview of the diferent government coalitions and chancellors during the 
time period under investigation. In particular, the federal chancellor 
(Niclauß 1987; Oppermann and Höse 2011: 50) and the heads of the relevant 
ministries, as well as their ministers of state and/or parliamentary state secre-
taries, are privileged speakers (Rudzio 2003: 300, 312; Sontheimer and Bleek 
2002: 320, 322; Thränhardt 2000: 62). These include, above all, the head of 
the federal chancellery, the foreign minister, and the minister of defense, 
which govern the main ministries involved in the formulation of foreign 
and security policy (Gareis 2005: 38; Korte 2007; Siwert-Probst 1993: 13). 
However, foreign policy is increasingly an interministerial afair (Baumann 
and Stengel 2014; Stengel and Weller 2010; Weller 2007), and representatives 
of other ministries too, most notably the Federal Ministry for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (BMZ) and the Federal Ministry of Finance, 
are regularly involved in debates on security policy. 

Aside from cabinet members, specifc MPs also enjoy a privileged speaker 
position. In a primarily work parliament (see Ismayr 2013; Patzelt 1997), both 
the Bundestag’s committees and subcommittees and the parliamentary 
groups’ thematic working groups play an important role.49 Committees usu-

47. These privileged discourse participants are similar to what are called “idea 
entrepreneurs” (Sjöstedt 2013: 144) or “norm entrepreneurs” (Finnemore and Sik-
kink 1998: 893) in constructivist studies or “[i]deology [b]rokers” in discourse linguis-
tics (Spitzmüller and Warnke 2011: 86). 
48. Following the Bundestag’s Rules of Procedure (Bundestag 2014), I herein use 

the term group to refer to organized party factions within the Bundestag that have 
taken the 5 percent hurdle, and I use the term grouping for MPs whose party has not 
taken the hurdle but who are members of the Bundestag due to, most notably, excess 
mandates and have formed an association (see Rule 10 (4) GOBT). 
49. The function of individual MPs was determined using Kürschners Volkshandbuch 

Deutscher Bundestag (Holzapfel 1987, 1992, 1996, 1999, 2003, 2009, 2012), a hand-
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ally make decision recommendations prior to a plenary vote, and given 
increased specialization, those recommendations often have the character 
of decisions. Equally, the importance of parliamentary groups can hardly be 
overstated. To what extent an individual MP can participate in the policy-
making process depends largely on the hierarchies within the parliamentary 
group, which decide, among other things, the stafng of committees and 
the speakers during a specifc debate. Moreover, their working groups are 
crucial for opinion formation. As a consequence, the authority of issue 
“experts” and of holders of executive positions in parliamentary groups or 
committees (e.g., committee/subcommittee chairs, rapporteurs for specifc 
bills, the chairs of parliamentary groups or thematic working groups, mem-
bers of the executive committee, and speakers for certain issues) can hardly 
be overstated (Ismayr 2013). 

Informal authority derives in particular from whether a particular indi-
vidual or the political party with which he or she is afliated enjoys credibil-
ity within the Bundestag. The personal standing of individual speakers is 
difcult to discern reliably, but the relative standing of parties during a cer-
tain period of time, which often depends on how long they have been in 
parliament, is often refected in reactions by members of other parties. The 
Green Party (Bündnis 90/Die Grünen, henceforth Greens) entered the 

TABLE 6. German coalition governments, 1987–2013 

Legislative 
period Time period Chancellor Coalition Opposition 

11 1987–91 Helmut Kohl, CDU CDU/CSU,  SPD, Green Party, since 
(Kohl III) FDP October 1990 also PDS 

12 1991–94 Helmut Kohl, CDU CDU/CSU, SPD, Green Party, PDS 
(Kohl IV) FDP 

13 1994–98 Helmut Kohl, CDU CDU/CSU, SPD, Green Party, PDS 
(Kohl V) FDP 

14 1998–2002 Gerhard Schröder, SPD SPD, Green CDU/CSU, FDP, PDS 
(Schröder I) Party 

15 2002–5 Gerhard Schröder, SPD SPD, Green CDU/CSU, FDP, PDS 
(Schröder II) Party 

16 2005–9 Angela Merkel, CDU CDU/CSU, Green Party, FDP, PDS/ 
(Merkel I) SPD Linke 

17 2009–13 Angela Merkel, CDU CDU/CSU, SPD, Green Party, Linke 
(Merkel II) FDP 

Sources: Based on Rudzio 2003: 237 and Marschall 2011: 158. 

book that includes curricula vitae of German MPs as well as statistics regarding the 
Bundestag. 
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Bundestag for the frst time in 1983, and the Party of Democratic Socialism 
(Partei des Demokratischen Sozialismus, PDS) joined the Bundestag after 
unifcation. Before 1983, the Bundestag had been marked, for two decades, 
by a “two and a half party system” (Decker 2013b: 27), consisting of (1) the 
conservatives, made up of the Christian Democratic Union of Germany 
(Christlich Demokratische Union Deutschlands, CDU) and its sister party, 
the Christian Social Union in Bavaria (Christlich Soziale Union in Bayern, 
CSU),50 (2) the center-left Social Democratic Party of Germany (Sozialde-
mokratische Partei Deutschlands, SPD), and (3) the much smaller, liberal 
Free Democratic Party (Freie Demokratische Partei, FDP). The system 
changed with the election of the Green Party, as well as with the addition of 
the PDS after unifcation. The latter became a parliamentary group in the 
14th legislative period and has since come to be known as Die Linke (Decker 
2013a; Ismayr 2013; Lehmbruch 1998; Niedermayer 2013). Table 7 provides 
an overview of the changing names of the PDS throughout the years. 

The two newcomers have had a difcult start and a long journey toward 
establishment, which, in the case of Die Linke, is still ongoing. In part, this 
difculty has to do with the new parties’ challenge to established discursive 
practices. During the 1980s and the early 1990s, the Greens, which emerged 
as a new party from the environmentalist movement and advocated pacifst 
positions in security policy, challenged established interpretations of the 
Self (e.g., questioning as imperialism Western benevolent intentions in such 
conficts as the Iran-Iraq War) and demanded the abolition of NATO and the 
Bundeswehr (see, in particular, chapter 3), which made them inherently 
dubious in the eyes of more established parties. This suspicion is refected, 
for example, in Chancellor Helmut Kohl’s (CDU/CSU) statement in October 
1995 that antiwar protests, in which members of the Greens had partici-
pated, were directed not against war but “against the freedom of the Federal 

TABLE 7. Name changes of the PDS 

Time period 1989–2005 2005–7  2007– 

Party name PDS Linkspartei. Die Linke 
(briefly Linke Liste / PDS in West PDS 
Germany) 

Sources: Decker 2013b: 29; Decker and Hartleb 2007: 448; Meuche-Mäker 2005: 14–17; Moreau 
2013: 147–48; Neu 2013: 317–18, 20–21. 

50. Since 1949, the CDU and CSU have formed a joint parliamentary group (Ismayr 
2013: 86–87). 
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Republic of Germany. . . . People of your ilk [the Greens] have made no con-
tribution to freedom, neither today nor yesterday, .  .  . and they will surely 
neither do so tomorrow” (Kohl, 13/65, 27 October 1995: 5566). As noted 
above, Die Linke’s difculties in gaining acceptance by the established par-
ties is due partly to the party’s past. The diminished standing of Die Linke 
still and of the Greens up until they assumed government power as part of 
the SPD/Green coalition government in 1998 is clearly visible in interaction 
between representatives of established parties and the “newcomers” (see 
chapter 5). 

Coding for Diference, Equivalence, Antagonism, and Representation 

In line with a reconstructive research logic, the analysis for this study fol-
lowed an open coding procedure, building categories from the empirical 
material. At the same time, the analysis was primarily guided by discourse 
theory, which brings up the question of how to relate the core concepts of 
discourse theory to the research material, that is, how to “fnd” articulations 
of diference, equivalence, antagonism, and representation in the material. 
On a very general level, it is important to keep in mind that such an interpre-
tation involves, to a large extent, intuition and judgment based on a deep 
familiarity with the research material, in line with a reconstructive approach. 
Often, articulations of equivalence that reach across diferent documents 
cannot be demonstrated directly in a single document but only emerge 
because of a deep familiarization with the overall text corpus. Keeping this 
general condition in mind, Nonhof’s approach to hegemony analysis (Non-
hof 2006, 2008; 2019; in IR also, Herschinger 2011) ofers some highly use-
ful practical guidance for how diference, equivalence, antagonism, and rep-
resentation can be translated into empirical research. Table 8 provides a 
concise overview of the central analytical terms used in this book, including 
both the theoretical concepts themselves and the terms necessary to trans-
late them into categories suitable for discourse analysis.51 

As noted above, any hegemonic process begins with the (to some extent, 
chronic) dislocation of a dominant discursive order. Dislocation is the dis-
ruption of any discursive order by events that itself cannot be represented 
within that order. Dislocation is a “pure event” that only becomes intelligi-

51. This specifcation is what neopositivist research refers to as “operationaliza-
tion” or “measurement” (see Goertz and Mahoney 2012a). To avoid the ontological 
and epistemological baggage associated with those terms, I refrain from using them. 
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ble if it is given meaning by becoming articulated in discourse, thus becom-
ing a historical or discursive event (Lundborg 2012: 1). Thus, dislocation is 
only observable by proxy, in discourse participants’ articulation, in hind-
sight, of some event as a turning point (Abbott 1997), crisis (Nabers 2017, 
2019), or focal point (Kingdon 1995; Lanzara 1998). 

As opposed to dislocation, equivalence, diference, antagonism, and rep-
resentation are relations that can be empirically shown in discourse. Equiva-
lence refers to the articulation of two demands as going hand in hand with 
respect to a third, excluded element. When coding for equivalence, one gen-
erally looks for statements that claim that diferent demands or subjects are 
or should be compatible, mutually dependent, or somehow united (Nonhof 
2006: 265).52 Examples include the claims that military and civilian instru-
ments should be combined in confict prevention or that strengthening 
European security and defense policy means not to undermine NATO but to 
strengthen its “European pillar” (Kohl, 12/53, 6 November 1991: 4366). 
Equivalence can also take the form of a simple enumeration of diferent 
demands or subjects, where their compatibility is simply presumed. Equiva-
lence is a matter of degree, ranging from weak forms, in which diferent 
demands are simply articulated as compatible (demand A does not hamper, 
undermine, or prevent the realization of demand B), and strong forms, in 
which demands are articulated as mutually dependent (demand A can only 
be realized in conjunction with demand B or not at all). 

One example to illustrate the diference between weak and strong forms 
of equivalence is the articulation of Operation Allied Force (the 1999 Kosovo 
intervention) as compatible with international law. For instance, in April 
1999, Chancellor Schröder stated “that the international legal basis for the 
NATO operation to contain a humanitarian catastrophe exists and that it is 
sufcient” (Schröder, 14/35, 22 April 1999: 2765). Here, Schröder claims not 
that upholding international law requires an intervention—as his predeces-
sor Helmut Kohl claimed with respect to Operation Desert Storm, the mis-
sion to drive Iraqi troops out of Kuwait (Kohl, 12/5, 30 January 1991: 68)—but 
only that the mission does not violate international law. The former claim 
would be a strong articulation of equivalence; the latter is a weak form. Both 

52. In this context, Laclau has drawn on the linguistic terms of syntagmatic rela-
tions of combination and paradigmatic relations of substitution to illustrate equiva-
lence and diference, respectively (Laclau 1997: 309; 2014a; see also Nabers 2015: ch. 
6). I leave this discussion aside here primarily to avoid creating confusion by introduc-
ing an additional set of concepts. 
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TABLE 8. Central theoretical concepts and terms 

Concept Description 

Antagonism 

Articulation 

Blurred empty signifier 

Contrariety 

Demand, social 

Discourse 

Dislocation 

Element 
Empty signifier 

Equivalence 

Field of discursivity 

Floating signifier 

Foreign policy identity 

Formation, discursive 
Hegemonization 

Articulation of an Other as a radical threat to the Self 
that blocks the achievement of a full identity 
(a) Process of linking different discursive elements, 

thus modifying their identity 
(b) Contingent and temporary result of that 

practice 
Group of signifiers that refer to broadly the same 
demand and together fulfill the function of 
representing the absent fullness of society 

Relationship in which two elements (or demands) are 
articulated as contrary with respect to a third 
element 

Request or claim, the basic unit of discursive 
structures 
(a) Epistemic: truth claim, implying the demand to 

accept the particular truth claim (something is) 
(b) Normative: request to establish a currently not 

realized desired state (something ought to be) 
(a) General: totality of all discourses in the sense of 

the discursive 
(b) Specific: specific formation consisting of 

different moments 
Disrupted nature of any discursive order due to the 
impossibility of complete closure 

Signifier prior to any specific discursive articulation 
Demand that empties itself from its content to such a 
degree that it can assume the representation of a 
whole discourse (and, symbolically, the absent 
fullness of society); also often referred to as “master 
signifier,” less often “nodal point” 

Relationship between different moments of a 
discourse that articulates them, while still being 
different, as going hand in hand because of their 
common opposition to an antagonistic Other 

The overflow of meaning that undermines any 
temporary fixation 

Moment that has become (partially) detached from its 
specific meaning within a given discourse, making 
it open to rearticulation 

Subset of national identity; discursively constructed, 
contingent, temporal, and context-dependent self-
understanding about what it means to be, for 
example, German and what is appropriate for 
Germany in the context of foreign policy 

Relatively stable set of articulations 
Process of a specific discourse establishing itself as the 
dominant discursive order 
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TABLE 8.—Continued 

Concept Description 

Hegemony (a) Establishment of a particularity as a universal 
(b) Temporary result of the process of hegemony— 

namely, discursive dominance 
Identity Specific content or meaning that a particular signifier 

(or overall discourse) assumes in a specific context 
Moment Discursive element that has been temporarily fixed 

within a specific discourse 
Order, discursive Established, dominant discourse within a specific 

thematic field, time and place 
Other, radical/antagonistic (Set of) discursive element(s) that is excluded in the 

context of social antagonism 
Project, hegemonic Attempt to establish a specific discursive formation 

built around a broad, comprehensive demand as the 
dominant order 

Representation Relation in which a particular assumes the role of a 
universal (empty signifier) 

Super-differential boundary Frontier between elements that thematically belong 
into a particular discourse and those that do not 

versions can contribute to the formation of a successful hegemonic project, 
either by unifying demands (strong equivalence) or by undermining criti-
cism (weak equivalence). In contrast, the logic of diference would stress the 
particular content of diferent demands, pointing out that they do not nec-
essarily go hand in hand or are even contradictory. For instance, one could 
argue that Desert Storm had nothing to do with international law but was 
motivated by something else entirely (e.g., imperialism). 

Antagonism is more complicated to empirically demonstrate, because it 
manifests itself not at the level of individual articulations but only on the 
level of the overall discourse (see Nonhof 2017a). The simple reason is that 
the expression of (ideal-typically) two opposed antagonistic chains unavoid-
ably extends what can be said in a single statement or even text. Helpful here 
is Nonhof’s notion of “contrariety” (Kontrarität), which refers to the articu-
lation of two demands as opposed vis-à-vis a third element (Nonhof 2017a: 
93, 2019: 72). Consider the example of the construction of Serbian leader Slo-
bodan Milošević as an obstacle to peace during debates about the Yugoslav 
wars. Foreign Minister Klaus Kinkel (FDP), for example, claimed that the fed-
eral government’s aim was “to enforce a peaceful solution to the Kosovo con-
fict. President Milosevic did not react to the community of states’ months-
long eforts for a political solution. He is the person mainly responsible for 
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the tragedy in Kosovo” (Kinkel, 13/248, 16 October 1998). Here, we can clearly 
see that Milosevic is articulated as contrary to the Self vis-à-vis a third ele-
ment, the demand for peace. At the same time, the quote provides a glimpse 
at a part of what might become an emerging antagonistic frontier. Milošević 
is constructed as contrary not only to the federal government or the Bunde-
stag but also to “the community of states.” As a result, the federal govern-
ment (for which Kinkel speaks), the Bundestag (to which he speaks), and the 
international community are articulated as equivalent subjects—by virtue 
of their joint demand for peace that is blocked by Milošević. This example is, 
of course, only one articulation, and it would be a stretch to draw the conclu-
sion that an antagonistic frontier had materialized. One statement by one 
subject does not make an antagonistic frontier; if it did, virtually anything 
would constitute an antagonistic frontier, and the term would lose any 
explanatory value. If, however, similar articulations by diferent subjects 
accumulate across time and space and if an increasing number of demands 
are incorporated as equivalent on the diferent sides of the divide, one is 
approaching the construction of an antagonistic frontier. 

The fnal element of hegemony is representation, the symbolization of 
the overall chain (and the common good as such) by one particular demand, 
the empty signifer. The empty signifer can refer to at least one of two things. 
First, as Nonhof has argued (2006; 2007b; 2012), crucial for the formation of 
a unifed project is the articulation of one particular demand as a universal 
remedy that promises, if realized, to overcome the radical Other/the lack as 
a whole. That means that the empty signifer is the only demand in the 
chain of equivalent demands that is articulated as contrary to all demands 
that are part of the equivalential chain that makes up the radical Other 
(Nonhof 2019: 81–82). Again, this relation can only be determined at the 
level of the entire discourse, across diferent texts. One example from the 
German security discourse is the articulation of networked (or comprehen-
sive) security as the universal strategy to overcome all of the new threats that 
formed after the end of the Cold War (see chapter 5). Second, an empty signi-
fer can also name the collective subject that a hegemonic project aims to 
construct. One example is the formation of “the West” during the Cold War. 
Through the exclusion of the communist East, nations that were previously 
distinct—or, in the case of Germany, even hostile—were rearticulated as uni-
fed allies (see, e.g., Behnke 2013; P. T. Jackson 2006). In this example, “the 
West” functions as a representative for the totality of equivalent subjects and 
their demands. Both forms of representation can, in principle, be relevant 
for the formation of a hegemonic project. 
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At least three aspects are important in determining whether a hegemonic 
project has been successful. A frst indicator for an emerging hegemony is 
that diferent discourse participants (particularly across party lines) begin 
reproducing a specifc articulation, which indicates that they are identifying 
with a given hegemonic project. One example of such a statement is the 
assertion by Green MP Angelika Beer that the Greens, once in favor of abol-
ishing the Bundeswehr (see chapter 3), had, since 1987, “accepted the 
Bundeswehr as an instrument of politics” (Beer, 14/124, 12 October 2000: 
11886). A second indicator of hegemonization of a project is a shift in how 
demands are referenced, from stress on demands to be fulflled to emphasis 
on past successes—that is, goals previously reached, demands already real-
ized (Nonhof 2012: 270, 2019: 70). Finally, institutionalization (sedimenta-
tion) is a third indicator of hegemonization. Institutionalization can hap-
pen in any number of ways, including the fxation of a project’s main claims 
in policy papers, their legal codifcation, the reform or creation of new insti-
tutions, or even material changes, like changing weapons procurement 
(Nonhof 2012: 266). 

ConClusion 

In this chapter, I demonstrated how a discourse theoretical approach trans-
lates into research practice. On a very general level, I argued that a hegemony 
analysis entails a broadly reconstructive approach that emphasizes subject 
adequateness, openness, and fexibility, and I provided examples of how the 
present analysis followed such an approach. More specifcally, I outlined 
how using a discourse theoretical framework can be translated into catego-
ries to be used during the coding process. The following three chapters pro-
vide a detailed analysis of the hegemonization of the discourse of networked 
security, showing how out-of-area operations were legitimized in the 
process. 

Stengel, Frank A. The Politics of Military Force: Antimilitarism, Ideational Change, and Post-Cold War German Security Discourse.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2020, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.10154836.
Downloaded on behalf of Unknown Institution



Revised Pages

 

 

Chapter 3 

Creative Destruction 

The Dislocation of the Cold War Security Order and the 
Rearticulation of Military Force 

The Federal Republic is a peaceable nation. 

mp thomas kossendey (11/34, 16 oCtober 1987: 2298) 

Si vis pacem, para bellum. 

latin proverb 

This chapter analyzes the dislocation of the Cold War security order and the 
subsequent rearticulation of military force during the 1990s. Its frst section 
analyzes German foreign policy identity during the Cold War as the contin-
gent result of the production of an antagonistic frontier between a Self and a 
radical Other.1 I argue that the FRG’s foreign policy identity emerged as the 
result of the construction of the German past and the East as a common radi-
cal Other marked by what Bundestag president Rita Süssmuth (11/228, 4 
October 1990: 18016) called “tyranny” (Gewaltherrschaft). On the fip side of 
this antagonistic frontier, a mythical German Self emerged, that of the FRG 
as “peaceable nation,” in the apt words of MP Thomas Kossendey (11/34, 16 
October 1987: 2298). In line with this myth of a new—purely peaceful—Ger-

1. Part of the argument made here has already been made by critical studies of Ger-
man foreign policy that pointed particularly to the importance of the German past as 
a constitutive outside for the identity of the FRG (Behnke 2006; Feldman 2003: 254; 
Hellmann 1999; Martinsen 2010; Zehfuss 2002). Equally, studies concerned with 
“the West” have stressed the constitutive role of the communist East (e.g., Behnke 
2013; Campbell 1998; Dalby 1988; Hall 1992; P. T. Jackson 2006; Klein 1990; Neu-
mann 1999). 
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many, as I call it, the FRG’s armed forces were equally articulated not as an 
instrument of war but as one of peace, designed not to wage war but to pre-
vent it from ever occurring (refected also in the Bundeswehr’s leadership 
philosophy of Innere Führung, see Leonhard 2019). 

This chapter’s second section traces the dislocation of the Cold War secu-
rity discourse at the end of the Cold War, with détente and the subsequent 
dissolution of the Soviet Union. Without “the East” as its constitutive out-
side, the identity of “the West” was suddenly in question (similar, Behnke 
2013), and the Bundeswehr had lost its main justifcation. At the same time, 
in the context of “new” conficts like the Gulf War, external demands for 
Germany to become more actively involved in peacekeeping rendered previ-
ously compatible elements of German foreign policy identity (antimilita-
rism and multilateralism) into confict (Zehfuss 2002). The result was a fur-
ther dislocation of the old order and the transformation of numerous 
moments that were part of the old order into foating signifers open to 
rearticulation. 

The chapter’s third section analyzes the rearticulation of military force 
in the ensuing discursive struggles. During these struggles, one particular 
hegemonic project managed to assert itself. The proponents of this project— 
which I call “the project of Germany’s (new) international responsibility”— 
argued that after unifcation and with the emergence of new conficts, Ger-
many faced a new “international responsibility” (e.g., Stoltenberg, 12/27, 5 
June 1991: 2033) that the country had to fulfll through participation in 
international peacekeeping operations. The project managed to rearticulate 
a number of foating signifers in such a way that the (threat and) use of mili-
tary force—once closely associated with tyranny and aggression—became 
compatible (equivalent) with the promotion of peace. 

rejeCting tyranny and war: the myth of the 
“new germany” 

Like IR poststructuralists, discourse theory conceptualizes any identity (indi-
vidual or collective) as diferential but distinguishes social antagonism as a 
specifc type of Self/Other relationship in which the radical Other is con-
structed as blocking the Self from achieving a pure, unadulterated presence, 
a fully constituted identity. While such a full presence is ontologically 
impossible, this chronic lack of any social structures plays out on the ontic 
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level of specifc discourses in the construction of antagonistic frontiers 
between a Self and a radical Other that is blamed for the Self’s lack of a full 
identity. During the Cold War, the foreign policy identity of the FRG emerged 
as a result of the antagonistic exclusion of both Germany’s own past and the 
communist East, thus combining temporal and geospatial dimensions (see 
also Behnke 2006: 415; Engelkamp and Ofermann 2012: 236). The FRG’s 
authoritarian predecessors and the East were articulated not as disparate but 
as a common radical Other, which, for heuristic purposes, I refer to as the 
“tyrannical Other.”2 

The exclusion of Germany’s past played a constitutive role for the forma-
tion of the identity of the FRG. The military defeat of Nazi Germany in 1945 
is commonly recognized, in both political and academic discourses, as a 
“zero hour” (Stunde Null) (Bald 2002: 204; Hacke 2003: 27; Jarausch 2010: 17), 
a crisis moment that made it necessary for Germany to radically break with 
its past, to reinvent itself and begin anew.3 Thus, the FRG’s identity was con-
structed around its radical discontinuity with the past: Nazi Germany and 
the German Empire were authoritarian, oppressive, externally aggressive, 
internationally isolated (despite any wartime alliances of the “old” Ger-
many) and somehow deviant (the German “special path,” or Sonderweg, 
being the central reference here: see Berger 2002; Jarausch 1995; Kocka 1988). 
In contrast, the FRG was articulated as liberal democratic, inherently peace-
ful and peace-loving, and fully integrated into both the West and the inter-
national community more generally. For example, in his frst government 
policy statement in 1949, Chancellor Konrad Adenauer heralded the 
“becoming” of a “new Germany” ([1949] 2002: 35), opposed to and radically 
diferent from the “old” Germany of the Nazis and the monarchist German 
Empire. 

This myth of a new Germany, a highly infuential perspective in post-
1945 German discourse, had become naturalized to such a degree by the late 
1980s, when this book sets of, that explicit references to the past as the FRG’s 
“origin” (Zehfuss 2002: 211) were commonly taken for granted as common 
knowledge familiar to all discourse participants. Prevailing as a consequence 
are references to the FRG’s positive identity instead of its constitutive Other.4 

2. I here draw on Süssmuth’s representation of the German past and the commu-
nist East as instances of “tyranny” (11/228, 4 October 1990: 18016, cited above). 
3. Among historians, the Stunde Null continues to be controversially discussed, 

though (see Giles 1997). 
4. Another reason for the relative rarity of direct references to the past is that the 
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One example is a 1987 description of the FRG by Theo Waigel, deputy chair-
man of the CDU/CSU parliamentary group. 

The Federal Republic is a peaceful, reliable, calculable, and, as far as the eco-

nomic performance is concerned, even strong partner in the democratic 

community of states. I do not plead for an outdated [hyper]nationalism [Nation-

alismus], but I reckon that a reformed sense of national identity cannot be 

refused even to the Germans. . . . The Federal Republic of Germany is a demo-

cratic, liberal constitutional state [freiheitlicher Rechtsstaat] that is externally 

frmly anchored in the Western democratic community of states and internally 

characterized by a multiparty system, a pluralist society, and a social, free-

market system. In the 40 years of its history, the Federal Republic of Germany has 

proven to be a stable factor in international relations and internally exhibits an 

exemplary economic and social stability. (Waigel, 11/24, 10 September 1987: 

1586, italics added) 

Though Waigel constructs the FRG as “a peaceful, reliable, calculable, 
and . . . strong partner in the democratic community” (if explicitly only in 
economic terms), as a “democratic, liberal constitutional state” that was 
“frmly anchored” in the West and characterized in economic terms by a 
“social, free-market system,” a second glance at this positive representation 
of the FRG reveals a number of implicit references to the past Other.5 For 
example, Waigel’s rejection of an “outdated nationalism” is a clear reference 
to the FRG’s less-enlightened predecessors. Similarly, Waigel explicitly 
stressed that (only) in “the 40 years of [the FRG’s] history” had Germany 
become a “stable factor in international relations,” clearly implying that 
Germany’s role had been quite diferent before that time. This radical break 
with the past is further reinforced through Waigel’s consistent reference to 
“the Federal Republic” or “the Federal Republic of Germany” instead of sim-
ply “Germany.” This terminology, highly common among German MPs 
(see, e.g., Dregger, 11/171, 26 October 1989: 12853), further underlines the 
general message that the Federal Republic had nothing to do with and must 
not be mistaken for the “Germany” of old.6 In statements like this, the tem-

overwhelming majority of debates during the late 1980s focused on Cold War détente 
and the Soviet Other. 
5. The articulation is positive in a double sense, both in the sense of “benevolent” 

and as opposed to the negative construction of identity through explicit exclusion. 
6. For an excellent and detailed discussion of the ambiguous articulation of the 
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poral antagonism between the FRG and its predecessors continued to be 
reinscribed in the discourse, if rather implicitly. Such articulations repro-
duced the FRG’s (mythical) identity as radically diferent from its past, as 
entirely democratic, peaceful, international—in short, morally good. 

This exclusion of the past is much more clearly visible in parliamentary 
debates that are not focused primarily on security issues. For instance, in his 
frst government policy statement following unifcation, Chancellor Helmut 
Kohl (CDU/CSU) stressed the “double vow” of the “fathers and mothers of 
our constitution”: “Never again war! Never again dictatorship!” (11/228, 4 
October 1990: 18019). Here, the articulation of a relation of contrariety 
between the FRG (signifed by the “fathers and mothers of our constitution”) 
and the past, characterized by war and dictatorship, is much more transpar-
ent. In that sense, the German past functioned (and continues to function) 
as a constitutive outside for the FRG, making possible the articulation of the 
latter as a new, radically diferent German state characterized, above all, by 
democracy and a “love for peace” (Friedensliebe), as FDP MP Carl-Ludwig 
Thiele aptly put it (12/27, 5 June 1991: 2023).7 

In addition to the temporal dimension, the construction of a German 
Cold War identity involved a geospatial dimension. Equally motivated by a 
desire to avoid the mistakes of the past, most notably a fatal German special 
path,8 the FRG had been articulated, since its foundation in 1949, as an inte-
gral part of “the West.”9 As a consequence, the East-West antagonism high-
lighted in previous studies also manifested itself in boundary-drawing prac-
tices in German discourse, diferentiating the FRG and the West from the 
Warsaw Pact and, in particular, the FRG’s “evil twin,” the GDR. Like Germa-
ny’s past, the communist East was similarly constructed as internally oppres-
sive (tyrannical) and externally aggressive. In both cases, external aggression 
was articulated as a consequence of an authoritarian political system. For 
instance, during the speech quoted above, Waigel discussed the sources of 
the confict with the Soviet Union and the possibility of overcoming it. 
Quoting a statement by the CSU leadership, Waigel claimed, 

FRG as simultaneously identical with and diferent from its predecessors, see Zehfuss 
2002; for analysis of (constructions of) war memories in that context, Zehfuss 2007. 
7. The positive side of German identity has already been pointed out by a number 

of constructivist studies (see, e.g., Baumann 2011: 468). 
8. Chancellor Kohl, e.g., insisted in 1990, “There won’t be any German special 

paths or [hyper]nationalist solo actions [nationalistische Alleingänge] in the future 
either” (11/228, 4 October 1990: 18026). 
9. For the production of Germany as an integral part of “Western Civilization,” see 

P. T. Jackson 2006. 
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In reality it is not primarily about missile numbers on both sides but about a 

political change in the Soviet Union that would permanently realize world peace. 

Abandonment of world revolution, abandonment of strategic superiority, 

abandonment of ideological and imperialist interference in the countries of 

the Third and Fourth Worlds, freedom inside the Soviet area, peace, and non-

aggression of its foreign policy are the decisive topics. 

If the SPD was willing to [conduct] a sober analysis of the situation, it 

would have to come to the same results. . . . Anyone who denies his [sic] peo-

ples [their] freedom and self-determination, who today still wages a colonial 

war in Afghanistan, and who threatens Europe with a triple superiority in 

terms of conventional weapons cannot suddenly be renamed a partner. 

(11/24, 10 September 1987: 1584, italics added) 

Two aspects of this claim are of particular importance here. First, “politi-
cal change in the Soviet Union” is proposed as the only viable solution that 
could bring about “world peace” (a vision if there ever was one). Because 
external aggression was seen as the result of authoritarianism, only democ-
ratization could lead to a lasting peace (see also, e.g., Kohl, 11/24, 4 October 
1990: 1596, 1597). Second, the past and the communist East are articulated as 
equivalent, as a common Other. While Germany and the West had left their 
aggressive, imperialist policies in the past, the East continued to pursue such 
policies well into the present. Internal oppression (the denial of “freedom 
and self-determination”) and external aggression (“world revolution,” “colo-
nial war”) were two sides of the same coin. 

These articulations gained additional credibility by drawing on estab-
lished discursive patterns. The articulation of a Western Self frmly located in 
the present compared to a backward non-Western Other stuck in the past 
has been a prominent argument in Western discourses at least since colonial-
ism (see, e.g., Bhabha 1984; Chakrabarty 2000; Chandra 2013; Darby 2009; 
Said 1979; Spivak 1988). Not only are similar articulations immediately 
appealing because of their familiarity, but they equally reinforce the assump-
tion that “we” can legitimately make decisions on “their” behalf (in this 
case, prescribing Western-style democratization as the only acceptable way 
forward). After all, since “we” are located in front of “them” on the linear 
path to progress, we already know the right way forward. In addition, the 
preceding quote of Waigel shows the importance of gender discourse in pro-
ducing credibility. Drawing on hegemonic constructions of masculinity as 
rational and emotionally detached (e.g., Carver 2006; Connell 2005; Hooper 
2001; Tickner 1988), Waigel dismissed alternative articulations by the SPD as 

Stengel, Frank A. The Politics of Military Force: Antimilitarism, Ideational Change, and Post-Cold War German Security Discourse.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2020, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.10154836.
Downloaded on behalf of Unknown Institution



106 the politiCs of military forCe 

Revised Pages

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

insufciently “sober,” as motivated by (irrational, utopian) wishful thinking 
instead of being based on a realist(ic), cold, hard look at reality. 

Underlying both the historical and the East-West antagonism is a more 
fundamental opposition, between freedom and tyranny. In a somewhat sim-
plifed version of the democratic peace thesis, tyranny was articulated as the 
reason for war, and democratic regimes were claimed to be inherently peace-
ful.10 As a consequence, the populations of both the FRG’s predecessors and 
Warsaw Pact countries were articulated as part of the Self rather than the 
Other. This perspective is clearly visible in Waigel’s claim that the Soviets 
denied their peoples “freedom and self-determination.” The populations in 
Warsaw Pact countries were articulated as oppressed, rather than as on the 
side of the ruling class. 

Similar arguments persisted with respect to the German population 
before 1945, referred to as victims of the Nazi regime rather than, for exam-
ple, “willing executioners” (Goldhagen 1996).11 Even members of the Wehr-
macht were articulated not as accomplices but as a neutral instrument 
abused by the Nazi elite,12 as illustrated by a debate about the highly contro-
versial “soldier rulings.” The specifcs of the debate, which was aptly titled 
“The Peace Duty of the Bundeswehr” (11/171, 26 October 1989: 12853–69), 
need not concern us here. What matters is that it was triggered by the abate-
ment of legal proceedings in the case of a physician who had publicly called 
all soldiers “potential murderers” and had consequently been charged with 
sedition and defamation (quoted in Perger 2002: 123).13 During that debate, 
FDP MP Werner Hoyer claimed that the ruling was against 

10. For more-detailed discussions on the democratic peace thesis and political 
practice, see Geis and Wagner 2011; Russett 2005. 
11. Such articulations of victimhood, if not as explicit, can be traced back to Ade-

nauer ([1949] 2002: 35) but continue to exert infuence in German political discourse. 
For instance, in a debate in 1995, Foreign Minister Klaus Kinkel (FDP) claimed that the 
US, the UK, and other states had “liberated us from the Nazi dictatorship” (13/48, 30 
June 1995: 3957). I have not provided a quote from the late 1980s here because the 
lessons of the past rose to prominence again only in debates about out-of-area opera-
tions (see Zehfuss 2007). 
12. See also Zehfuss’s (2007: 11) discussion of this “myth of the ‘clean’ 

Wehrmacht.” 
13. The statement is a modifed quote of Kurt Tucholsky, who, in 1931, had called 

soldiers murderers. Already, Tucholsky’s statement led to legal proceedings, because it 
was seen as slanderous in regard to the Reichswehr, the Weimar Republic’s armed 
forces (Perger 2002). 
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those who, during the Second World War,—abused by a certainly murderous 

regime—have fulflled their duty to serve in all conscience, as well as their rela-

tives, whose feelings are being gravely hurt by this ruling. My father, who has 

unwillingly served for ten years of his life in the army, who has been forced by 

an unlawful regime to sacrifce his youth, for me was and [still] is neither a 

potential nor an actual murderer.” (11/171, 26 October 1989: 12861–62, italics 

added) 

The quote clearly demonstrates that the antagonistic frontier is located be-
tween the Nazi regime’s tyrannical elites, who alone are to blame and who 
are frmly located in the past, and the German people, including the sol-
diers, who, “abused” by a “murderous regime,” were victims of oppression 
and abuse and, as a result, could be part of the FRG and the present. 

The articulation of the past and the East as instantiations of the same 
phenomenon is most clearly visible in an opening address given in 1990 by 
Bundestag president Rita Süssmuth (CDU/CSU) to commemorate the “vic-
tims of tyranny” (Opfer der Gewaltherrschaft—literally, “victims of rule by 
violence”) (11/228, 4 October 1990: 18016). Süssmuth made clear that “tyr-
anny” included not just Nazi Germany but also the Soviet Union and the 
GDR. 

More than 100 members of the Reichstag [the parliament of the Weimar 

Republic] met their death, perished in the jails and National Socialist concentra-

tion camps, were murdered, executed, driven into death, died from the conse-

quences of imprisonment. Many became the victims of communist cleansing 

in the Stalin era. We commemorate all victims of the National Socialists, and we 

commemorate the victims of the SED regime, the victims of [the] wall and barbed 

wire.” (Süssmuth, 11/228, 4 October 1990: 18016, italics added) 

Here, “tyranny” functions as an empty signifer representing a (antagonistic) 
chain of equivalence including both Germany’s past and the Warsaw Pact, 
united in their persecution of the innocent. Süssmuth did not explicitly 
equate communism with National Socialism, but Nazi Germany, the Soviet 
Union, and the GDR were still articulated as diferent manifestations of tyr-
anny as a single phenomenon and interwoven into a common Other to the 
liberal democratic FRG and “freedom” more generally. 

The result of the construction of this aggressive and tyrannical Other was 
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Fig. 5. The FRG and its tyrannical Other. (Based on Nabers 2009: 206.) 

the (implicit) production of a mythical Self. The tyrannical Other was articu-
lated as internally authoritarian, oppressive, militaristic, and marked by 
hypernationalism, while externally aggressive, belligerent, isolated, unpre-
dictable, and deviant vis-à-vis the common European path. In contrast, the 
FRG was liberal democratic, peaceful, frmly integrated within the commu-
nity of Western democracies and the international community more broadly, 
predictable, and only moderately—indeed, reluctantly—patriotic (see fg. 5). 

Moreover, as the past and the East were regarded as belligerent by virtue 
of their authoritarian political system, the FRG was considered peaceful 
because of being (liberal) democratic. Süssmuth’s speech cited above is illus-
trative here too. Immediately following a minute of silence, in which the 
Bundestag commemorated the victims of tyranny, Süssmuth stated that 
“free parliamentarians and free parliaments are the guarantors for the pro-
tection of human rights, freedom and human dignity.” She argued that Ger-
many’s own past, “our own history,” imposed “a special responsibility” upon 
Germany: namely, “to champion peace and the protection of human rights,” 
both at home and abroad (11/228, 4 October 1990: 18016). 

In sum, the construction of an antagonistic frontier between the Self and 
a tyrannical Other produced a positive identity according to which the FRG 
was and should remain liberal democratic, observant of the rule of law, well 
integrated internationally, and, above all, inherently peaceful. How 
engrained this mythical notion of the peaceful, benevolent Self was becomes 
clearly visible in moments of contestation. One example is the deployment 
in 1987 of German naval vessels to the Mediterranean to relieve allied ships 
that, in turn, were to be sent to the Persian Gulf to clear sea mines deployed 
during the ongoing Iran-Iraq War. During the parliamentary debate, Green 
Party MPs decried the mission as a “particularly despicable form of gunboat 
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policy” (Mechtersheimer, 11/34, 16 October 1987: 2297) and referred to it as a 
“panther’s leap” (Pantherspung, Beer, 11/34, 16 October 1987: 2302). Both 
phrases, “gunboat diplomacy” and “panther’s leap,” have very specifc his-
torical connotations clearly related to German colonialism, and by using 
these terms, the Greens challenged the strict separation between a benevo-
lent German/Western Self and its own imperialist past, as well as the claim 
that the mission served peace. Not surprisingly, the remarks were met with 
near-universal reproof by members of the government coalition. For 
instance, Defense Minister Manfred Wörner (CDU/CSU) and MP Klaus-
Dieter Uelhof (CSU/CSU) unanimously charged Green MPs with demon-
strating “a deplorable ignorance” (Wörner, 11/34, 16 October 1987: 2304) and 
having “no clue” of history (Uelhof, 11/34, 16 October 1987: 2302). Clearly, 
in comparing US and German policy to imperialism, a line had been crossed 
between, on one hand, acceptable informed, rational, and reasonable com-
ment and, on the other, unfounded, ideologically infused, unreasonable 
speculation and outright blasphemy. 

That such reactions are not an exception is illustrated by another exam-
ple. In a debate about Desert Storm in January 1991, the chairman of the 
Linke Liste / PDS parliamentary grouping, Gregor Gysi, charging Chancellor 
Kohl with “hypocrisy” for not calling Desert Storm a war, demanded that all 
wars, including Western ones, be regarded as “criminal” (12/3, 17 January 
1991: 52, 53). In response, Süssmuth, then Bundestag president, formally 
called Gysi to order, arguing that “no one in this house [the Bundestag] 
should” cast doubt on any other MP’s “will to peace” (Friedenswille) (12/3, 17 
January 1991: 53). Not only was Gysi’s argument not given serious consider-
ation, but he was formally reprimanded for suggesting that any action in 
which the West might be involved could legitimately be called war or be 
motivated by any goal other than peace. This clearly demonstrates how 
deeply ingrained the notion of a benign, peaceful Self was. 

Nevertheless, its sedimentation notwithstanding, the myth of a new, 
peaceful Germany is just that—a myth. The construction of an antagonistic 
frontier is an ideological operation, because the binary representation of 
reality it provides is only possible by ignoring a number of heterogeneous 
elements that ft in neither of two camps. This applies to both the East-West 
opposition and the articulation of a radical discontinuity between the FRG 
and its past. For example, the argument that the central organizing principle 
of the Cold War world was the antagonism between a liberal democratic 
West and a communist East rests on a denial of elements like the Non-Aligned 
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Movement (see Miskovic et al. 2014), and only by denying such elements can 
a representation of “the world” as split between the West and the East be 
upheld.14 

In a similar fashion, the historical antagonism rested on the ignorance of 
a number of elements that, if considered, would signifcantly complicate the 
story. One quite obvious example is the Weimar Republic, which was neither 
authoritarian nor aggressive in the sense of Nazi Germany or the German 
Empire but does not ft into the present either.15 Even more interesting in the 
context of this study is a series of elements that complicate the story of a 
radical discontinuity with Nazi Germany. The most obvious element of con-
tinuity is the German population itself, which obviously was not replaced as 
a result of denazifcation. Notwithstanding claims in parliamentary dis-
course that ordinary Germans had been victims of the Nazi past and had 
been “liberated” by the allies (Kinkel, 13/48, 30 June 1995: 3957), historians 
continue to debate the exact degree of complicity of the German popula-
tion, a majority of which at least passively endured, if not openly supported, 
the Nazi regime (see Longerich 2006; Schrafstetter and Steinweis 2016). 
Another element that puts the articulation of a radical break into doubt is 
the level of elite continuity between Nazi Germany and the FRG (see Edinger 
1960). A number of the latter’s institutions (particularly security ones) were 
built with the help of and later stafed with members of the old elite, includ-
ing not only the Federal Intelligence Service (Crome 2007; Wegener 2007) 
but also the Bundeswehr, which was established by a group of former Wehr-
macht generals. This continuity was made possible by the aforementioned 
articulation of the German military as a neutral instrument that had been 
abused by the Nazi elite (Bald 2002; Molt 2007; Sangar 2015). These exam-
ples show that, far from being objective or accurate, the articulation of a 
radical discontinuity with the past is ideological, as is the emerging myth of 
the FRG as a completely peaceful, just, and free society, ruled by a purely 
democratic state. 

Despite its ideological character, this discursively produced identity reg-
ulated the realm of acceptable policies, including, in particular, which role 

14. Klein (1990: 319) locates such elements in “that liminal space which escapes 
Western ‘identity.’” He also lists, among others, Balkan guest workers in Germany or 
Native Americans in Canada. 
15. Commonly said to have been a democracy without democrats (Bracher 1964; 

critical, Reckendrees 2015), the Weimar Republic provided a negative example for the 
“fortifed democracy” (wehrhafte Demokratie) of the Basic Law (Schliesky 2014). 
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German armed forces could legitimately play. In fact, the set of appropriate 
tasks for the Bundeswehr was strictly limited, which made the maintenance 
of armed forces compatible with an alleged inherent German peacefulness 
in the frst place (similarly, Clemens 1993: 235). Most notably, the use of mili-
tary violence was frmly located on the other side of the antagonistic fron-
tier. In parliamentary speeches, the threat and use of military violence was 
linked to the Warsaw Pact, whereas Western armed forces were articulated as 
purely defensive in nature. For instance, Defense Minister Wörner (CDU/ 
CSU) claimed in 1987, 

We clearly do not want a preponderance compared to the Warsaw Pact. What 

we want is only the amount of security and defense that allows us to tell our citizens: 

You can be safe from a war, and also tomorrow you will be able to live in freedom. 

(11/41, 24 November 1987: 2778, italics added) 

While Soviet armed forces were articulated as a threat to Europe and the 
West, the purpose of NATO forces was only to ensure the safety of “our citi-
zens.” Similarly, Wörner’s successor, Gerhard Stoltenberg, pointed out in 
1989 that “NATO and the Bundeswehr have since their foundation threat-
ened no one” (11/182, 7 December 1989: 13986). The purely defensive charac-
ter of the Bundeswehr is stipulated in Article 87a of the German Basic Law 
(Grundgesetz, GG),16 which limits the range of tasks beyond defense to those 
“expressly permitted by this Basic Law,” the only such task being the explicit 
authorization to enter a “system of mutual collective security” as specifed in 
Article 24 GG (see Jaberg 2008: 84–87). 

Moreover, like German identity in general, the identity of the Bundeswehr 
was constructed in explicit opposition to its authoritarian and aggressive 
predecessors, the German Empire’s Imperial German Army (Deutsches Heer) 
and Navy (Kaiserliche Marine) and the National Socialist Wehrmacht. As 
Defense Minister Stoltenberg claimed in 1989, 

All preceding armies were above all intended . . . to wage war. The Bundeswehr is 

the frst conscript army in a German democracy. It gains its political rational 

and moral justifcation from the mission to prevent war and to preserve peace 

and freedom. (11/171, 26 October 1989: 12857, italics added). 

16. I refer here to the ofcial English translation published by the Bundestag 
(2010). 
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With this claim, Stoltenberg explicitly articulated a relation of contrariety 
between the Bundeswehr, on one hand, and the Imperial German Army and 
the Wehrmacht, on the other. The reference point for the articulation of 
contrariety is the issue of war or peace, respectively. Thus, Stoltenberg 
pointed out that as opposed to its predecessors, whose purpose had been 
warfare, the Bundeswehr’s prime objective, its raison d’être, was the preven-
tion of war, to “preserve peace and freedom.”17 On a diferent occasion, Stol-
tenberg similarly claimed that the soldiers of the Bundeswehr had “to prac-
tice the case of emergency [Ernstfall] to prevent the case of emergency” 
(11/182, 7 December 1989: 13988). 

Such articulations were not an exception but the rule. Service in the 
armed forces was presented as a “peace service” (Friedenssdienst) (Hoyer, 
11/171, 26 October 1989: 12861), and the Bundeswehr’s mission was, above 
all, a “peace mission” (Friedensauftrag) (Zumkley, Däubler-Gmelin, 11/171, 26 
October 1989: 12862, 12864). Alfred Biehle (CDU/CSU), chairman of the 
defense committee, even called the Bundeswehr the “biggest citizens’ initia-
tive for peace” (11/171, 26 October 1989: 12860), and his colleague Bernd Wilz 
(CDU/CSU) referred to it (mocking the peace movement) as “the most con-
vincing peace movement that we have ever seen on German soil” (11/171, 26 
October 1989: 12868). In short, the Bundeswehr was articulated as an “army 
of peace” (Friedensarmee) (Biehle, 11/182, 7 December 1989: 14008). 

This articulation could not be challenged legitimately, as the debate on 
the soldier rulings (mentioned above) illustrates. The court’s decision to 
acquit the charged physician was met with severe critique by members of the 
established parties, and the comparison between soldiers and murderers was 
commonly seen as “insulting” (e.g., Däubler-Gmelin, 11/171, 26 October 
1989: 12864). By questioning the relationship of equivalence between the 
Bundeswehr and peace (or, more generally, morality), the physician’s state-
ment had violated the limits of the discourse. After all, among the armed 
forces (Streitkräfte in German, which literally translates to “quarrel forces” or 
“dispute forces”), the Bundeswehr was articulated as a type specifcally 
intended to never actually quarrel, and the specifc articulation of the 
Bundeswehr as an “antiwar army” made the maintenance of armed forces 
credible against sedimented practices of peacefulness. 

The debate about the soldier rulings equally illustrates how security dis-
courses draw on gender discourse for legitimation, most notably on what Iris 

17. This objective has already been pointed out in the previous literature: see 
Zehfuss 2007: 4. 
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Marion Young (2003) has called the “logic of masculinist protection.” Follow-
ing this logic, the fgure of the soldier is constructed as a selfess, heroic fgure 
who risks his or her life to protect the (helpless) citizen and who, in turn (at 
least implicitly), demands gratitude and obedience. The power of this con-
struction, Young argues, rests on its similarity with traditional understand-
ings of the family, in which the father protected his family and demanded 
obedience in return. Not surprisingly, the German security discourse is ripe 
with references that portray military service as a selfess act for which the 
public (including members of the Bundestag) should be grateful, and criti-
cism is met with ferce resistance. For instance, in the debate about the soldier 
rulings in 1989, the chairman of the CDU/CSU parliamentary group, Alfred 
Dregger, explicitly expressed his gratitude to “our soldiers” and even com-
pared the court’s decision to acquit with the “rulings that have contributed to 
the demise of the Weimar Republic” (11/171, 26 October 1989: 12853). This 
expression is highly relevant here because the fgure of the “warrior-protector” 
(Carver 2008: 71) stands in the way not only of a critique of the armed forces 
themselves, which seems ungrateful, but also of security policy more gener-
ally. In practice, a critique of (military) security policy can hardly be separated 
from a critique of the military. Thus, the logic of masculinist protection works 
to delegitimize any critique of security policy. The demands for gratitude and 
obedience do not come from the soldier, though, for the soldier is not autho-
rized to speak in the Bundestag any more than ordinary citizens. Instead, 
politicians demand obedience and gratitude on the soldier’s behalf, indepen-
dent of what the soldier’s actual wishes might be. In that sense, the soldier is 
a mute hero who is spoken for rather than heard. That situation does not 
make the argument any less efective, however. 

The view of the army of peace as a passive deterrent became increasingly 
complicated during the 1990s with the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and the out-
break of wars in Somalia and Yugoslavia. Nevertheless, as I will show in the 
remainder of this book, the imaginary of the “army of peace” remained 
highly infuential. One reason out-of-area operations became possible was 
that their proponents managed to articulate the army on operation as still 
being essentially an instrument of peace. 

the double disloCation of the Cold war seCurity order 

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, two sets of dislocatory events—Cold War 
détente and the subsequent dissolution of the Soviet Union, on one hand, 
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and the emergence of new conficts, on the other—led to the emergence of 
political practices challenging the dominant order. Discursive struggles then 
ensued between diferent projects seeking to provide an authoritative repre-
sentation of the situation and of the best response. The most successful of 
these projects, which can be called “the project of a new German interna-
tional responsibility” (or “the project of Germany’s international responsi-
bility”), succeeded in rearticulating former elements of the old order in such 
a way that military operations became possible (Stengel 2019a). 

Already during the late 1980s, the old order that articulated the Soviet 
Union as a radical Other came under increasing pressure because of glasnost 
and perestroika, a series of reforms implemented by the Soviet leadership of 
Mikhail Gorbachev from the mid-1980s onward, to open political institu-
tions and liberalize Soviet society (see Åslund 1992; Hewett and Winston 
1991; Linz and Stepan 1992). This program coincided with “new thinking” in 
Soviet foreign policy, leading to advances in arms control negotiations 
between the US and the Soviet Union (Risse-Kappen 1991, 1994), many of 
which were based on wide-ranging concessions made by Gorbachev (Dean 
1987). These developments, which called “into question the very idea of a 
Soviet threat, or at least of an implacable one which can be countered only 
by the reciprocal threat of overwhelming counterforce” (Klein 1990: 320), 
destabilized the East-West antagonism on which Western identity rested. 
Moreover, it pulled the rug out from under the Bundeswehr. 

In the late 1980s, as a result of growing dislocation, more and more MPs 
began to question the dominant order, particularly the need for the contin-
ued maintenance of a massive conventional deterrent. Already in the early 
1980s, SPD members like Egon Bahr had begun to advocate more cooperative 
security arrangements with the Soviet Union, familiar under the heading of 
a “common security.”18 At the end of the decade, SPD MPs openly criticized 
what they saw as the CDU/CSU/FDP coalition government’s continued 
eforts “to beat the other side to it in the arms race” (von Bülow, 11/182, 7 
December 1989: 14005). With the end of the Cold War and the dissolution of 
the Soviet Union in December 1991, SPD MPs argued that the federal govern-
ment should “fnally draw practical consequences” from the “changes in the 
security political landscape” that had left “Germany’s military security 
endangered less than ever,” instead of continuing its “as-if policy,” that is, 

18. The concept was proposed by the so-called Palme Commission, of which Bahr 
was a member. See Independent Commission on Disarmament and Security Issues 
1982, as well as the discussion in Risse-Kappen 1994. 
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proceeding as if the Warsaw Pact still existed (Kolbow, 12/70, 16 January 
1992: 5882). They proposed that the FRG should take steps toward disarma-
ment and a restructuration of the armed forces to achieve a “structural 
inability for attack” (Däubler-Gmelin, 11/171, 26 October 1989: 12864). 

Critique also came from members of the Green Party, which gave voice to 
demands of the peace movement (Conze 2010; Probst 2013: 166–67). The 
challenge provided by the Greens was twofold. First, in light of Cold War 
détente and its later end, Green Party MPs demanded nothing short of the 
“disintegration of NATO, [the] reduction of the Bundeswehr [Bundeswehrab-
bau], troop withdrawal and demilitarization” (Mechtersheimer, 11/182, 7 
December 1989: 13997).19 Instead of sticking to current defense planning, 
they argued, the government should develop a comprehensive plan for dis-
armament, including conversion programs for the arms industry and eco-
nomic planning for municipalities economically dependent on garrisons 
(Mechtersheimer, 11/182, 7 December 1989: 13999). Second, the Greens pro-
vided a fundamental critique of “realist” security policy based on such 
notions as the balance of power and the utility and moral desirability of 
armed forces.20 In contrast to the dominant order, according to which the 
Bundeswehr was equivalent with peace and German security, the Greens, 
explicitly questioning whether the German government’s (and the West’s) 
policies really contributed to German security,21 understood military means, 
on one hand, and peace and security, on the other, as contrary, not equiva-
lent, with respect to their connection to violence. 

The debate about the soldier rulings is again illustrative here. Green MPs 
condemned the Bundeswehr as an institution deeply implicated in the pro-
duction of violence. For example, during the debate, Wilhelm Knabe, a vet-
eran of the Second World War, argued “that armies can be deployed as mur-
der machines” because soldiers were “trained” like dogs (abgerichtet) to kill. 
Directly challenging the equivalence between the military and secure peace, 

19. Green MP Alfred Mechtersheimer even publicly entertained the idea of a Ger-
man “redisarmament” (Wiederentwafnung), a return to the pre-1955 situation, when 
the Bundeswehr did not exist (Mechtersheimer, 11/182, 7 December 1989: 13999). 
20. The term realist here refers not only to IR theory but to a specifc discourse that 

also informs political practice, what Bell (2002) calls “foreign policy ideology.” While 
I have a diferent understanding of ideology, I concur with Bell’s basic argument. 
21. In autumn 1982, largely in reaction to NATO’s Double-Track Decision that 

threatened the stationing of nuclear intermediate-range ballistic missiles in Germany, 
hundreds of thousands protested against the nuclear arms race, in the largest mass 
protest in the FRG’s history (Brockmann 1994: 281). 
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Knabe claimed that in the actual event of a defensive war, the Bundeswehr 
would not succeed in protecting Germany but would instead inadvertently 
“destroy [our] own country” (11/171, 26 October 1989: 12856). Others 
repeated the link between soldiering and murder, arguing that “politicians 
who [ . . . ] sign the doctrine of massive nuclear retaliation” would be poten-
tial murderers (Mechtersheimer, 11/171, 26 October 1989: 12861). With unif-
cation in 1990, the Greens received additional backup from the newly 
elected PDS / Linke Liste, whose MPs were equally critical of the Bundeswehr, 
calling it “superfuous” (Lederer, 12/70, 16 January 1992: 5886). 

The government coalition’s response was mainly ideological, attempting 
to gloss over the lack in the structure and to repair the dominant order 
despite its increasing dislocation. For instance, in a debate in November 1987, 
Defense Minister Wörner (CDU/CSU) argued that as long as the Warsaw Pact 
had 

its tanks, its canons, its guns, its aircraft brought to bear against us, we cannot say: 

We live in a landscape of common security. At the moment our problem is that 

we have to maintain our security against this threat. . . . Also under [the leader-

ship of Mikhail] Gorbachev the Soviet Union modernizes its potential without inter-

ruption. (11/41, 24 November 1987: 2775) 

Here, Wörner clearly reinscribed the East-West antagonism into the dis-
course, emphasizing the continued aggression of the Soviet Union, as a re-
sult of which a realistic foreign policy (as opposed to the irrational, irrespon-
sible utopianism of common security) had to maintain a credible deterrent. 

At the end of the Cold War, these arguments began to shift from the 
Soviet threat toward an emphasis on a general uncertainty about the future. 
This uncertainty was most clearly expressed by CDU/CSU MP Otto Hauser, 
who argued, in a 1990 debate about the future development of the 
Bundeswehr, that “conficts are not avoided by forgoing any opportunity for 
defense [altogether]. . . . No one would abolish the fre brigade just because 
there has not been a fre in the past 40 years” (11/207, 26 April 1990: 16303). 
Obviously drawing on gendered discourses for credibility, Wörner’s succes-
sor as defense minister, Gerhard Stoltenberg (CDU/CSU), similarly stated 
that a “responsible security policy” required “steadfastness, adherence to 
one’s principles, and also a certain amount of serenity with regard to short-
term fuctuations of the zeitgeist” (11/207, 26 April 1990: 16312, italics added). 
Stoltenberg even debated with Erwin Horn, the chairman of the SPD delega-
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tion in the defense committee, about whether the Warsaw Pact still existed 
at that time. To Horn’s interjection “The Warsaw Pact is long gone,” Stolten-
berg responded, “No, it is not gone!” (11/207, 26 April 1990: 16312). 

War outbreaks in the Gulf, Somalia, and Yugoslavia (Kusow 1994; Lock-
yer 2010; Prunier 1996; Weller 1992), as well as the Red Army’s attack on a TV 
station in Lithuania (a move that many feared as the frst sign of a Soviet 
crackdown on nationalist movements; see Mandelbaum 1992: 166n2) and 
continuing instability in what would soon be the former Soviet Union 
(Åslund 1992; Koslowski and Kratochwil 1994; Lieven 1994; Rich 1993), were 
enlisted as evidence for the general unpredictability of international politics 
and for a continued lack of peace and security in the world, as a result of 
which military security provision was still necessary. For instance, in 1993, 
the CDU/CSU parliamentary group’s speaker for disarmament, Karl Lamers, 
argued that Germany would need NATO “also in the future,” as “the events 
in Russia, anxiously observed by us, very clearly show” (12/150, 26 March 
1993: 12867).22 Similarly, Wolfgang Schäuble, then chairman of the CDU/ 
CSU parliamentary group, argued in January 1992 “that also a new, global 
order” would not be one in which states could “relinquish  .  .  . military 
means” (12/70, 16 January 1992: 5899). The Soviet Union might have van-
ished, the coalition argued, but in a world still characterized by uncertainty 
about the future, Germany had better pay its insurance premiums. 

At the same time, the international community’s main response to the 
perceived lack of peace were military interventions (e.g., Operation Desert 
Storm in the Gulf, the intervention in Somalia, and the series of interven-
tions in former Yugoslavia), and Germany’s allies voiced demands for troop 
contributions. The result was the so-called out-of-area debate, which began 
with Operation Desert Storm in 1991 and unfolded in the context of the UN 
peace operation in Somalia (UNPROFOR) and a series of interventions in the 
Yugoslav wars. The Yugoslav interventions, beginning with missions to 
monitor and later enforce a naval embargo against Serbia and Montenegro 
and a no-fy zone over Bosnia, culminated in Operation Allied Force, the 
1999 Kosovo operation (for an overview, see Philippi 1997). 

22. In March 1993, Russian president Boris Yeltsin and the parliament were in a 
mutual stalemate, with communists in the parliament and the Congress of People’s 
Deputies efectively blocking Yeltsin’s reform policies. This impasse was only resolved 
in September, when Yeltsin announced the dissolution of the congress and parlia-
ment as well as new parliamentary and presidential elections (which had to be 
enforced by the armed forces) (Easter 1997: 192–94). 
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Germany’s decision not to commit troops to Desert Storm, due to, as 
Defense Minister Stoltenberg put it, the “peculiar constitutional situation 
and interpretation” (12/2, 14 January 1991: 38), was met with harsh criticism 
(Brenke 1994; Kinzer 1991; Schemo 1991), despite signifcant German fnan-
cial contributions and a deployment of German air force units to Turkey to 
deter an Iraqi attack (Brenke 1994). The external demands for troop contri-
butions increasingly problematized a relation of equivalence, self-evident 
until then, between antimilitarism and Germany’s international integra-
tion (see also Dalgaard-Nielsen 2006; Longhurst 2004)—that is, integration 
in Western institutions like NATO or the EU as well as in the UN, the prefer-
ence for multilateralism, and a commitment to international law. As a con-
sequence, diferent elements of German foreign policy identity, itself the 
product of a strict antagonistic frontier between the FRG and its tyrannical 
past, suddenly were not equivalent under all circumstances anymore. 
Zehfuss observes, 

The FRG could take part in international military operations and thereby, on 

the one hand, confrm its integration with the West and therefore its over-

coming of the Nazi past, whilst, on the other hand, making use of its military 

beyond defence and therefore recalling the militarist practices of the Nazi 

state. (2002: 209) 

As a result of this dilemma, the relatively clear antagonistic frontier between 
the past and the present became blurred, and the Cold War order was further 
disrupted. Specifcally, both the relations of equivalence between the difer-
ent moments within the two opposing chains (say, between peace and mul-
tilateralism) and the relations of contrariety between the moments of one 
chain and the moments of the other (e.g., between peace on one side of the 
frontier and the use of force on the other) were weakened. 

making out-of-area operations possible: the projeCt of 
germany’s international responsibility 

While, on the basis of antimilitarism and its institutionalization in the Basic 
Law, the Green Party, the PDS, and, initially at least, the SPD opposed par-
ticipation in out-of-area operations, the CDU/CSU and FDP argued that the 
FRG should depart from military reticence rather than risk becoming inter-
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nationally isolated. From the naval deployment to the Mediterranean in 
1987 to the Gulf War to the subsequent missions to halt the wars in former 
Yugoslavia, a hegemonic project—of Germany’s international responsi-
bility—gradually emerged and ultimately succeeded in making possible Ger-
man participation in multinational military operations. Explicit arguments 
in favor of out-of-area operations were frst discussed extensively in the con-
text of Operation Desert Storm. 

In November 1990, following the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait on 2 August 
1990 and after months of calls for troop withdrawals, the UN Security Coun-
cil authorized a US-led coalition to forcibly remove Iraqi troops from Kuwait 
(Holland 1999; Olsen 2013). Despite the German government’s own refusal 
to send troops, cabinet members defended the mission and demanded that 
Germany should send troops in the future. Most notably, Chancellor Kohl 
argued that unifcation and the emergence of “new dangers for peace and 
freedom” required that Germany increase its involvement in international 
peacekeeping; he thus rearticulated the relationship between the use of force 
and peace. As Kohl claimed, unifcation “especially reminds us of our duty.” 
Since “freedom and responsibility inseparably belong together,” Germans 
needed to make use of their new-gained freedom in a “responsible” way 
(Kohl, 12/5, 30 January 1991: 67). Unifcation required that Germany accept 
its international responsibility: “With the recovery of our full sovereignty we 
Germans not only gain in freedom of action but also in responsibility” (Kohl, 
12/5, 30 January 1991: 69). Germany should react to the emergence of new 
dangers neither by “clos[ing] our eyes” nor with “resignation and [an] escape 
from responsibility,” both of which were “dangerous” (Kohl, 12/5, 30 January 
1991: 67). Instead, Germany should fulfll its “new role” and “intensify its 
commitment” to “peacekeeping in the world”—a development that was 
“correctly expected” by Germany’s allies (Kohl, 12/5, 30 January 1991: 69, 
90).23 This demand for Germany to accept its new responsibility was not to 
advocate “national solo actions or even power ambitions,” because “for us 
there is only one place in this world: in the community of free peoples” 
(Kohl, 12/5, 30 January 1991: 69). To make such increased engagement in 
military confict management possible, Kohl continued, the country needed 
to “clarify” the “constitutional foundations” regulating the Bundeswehr’s 
scope of operations (Kohl, 12/5, 30 January 1991: 90). 

Advocates of out-of-area operations argued that realizing peace and 

23. See also Zehfuss 2002: ch. 2. 

Stengel, Frank A. The Politics of Military Force: Antimilitarism, Ideational Change, and Post-Cold War German Security Discourse.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2020, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.10154836.
Downloaded on behalf of Unknown Institution



120 the politiCs of military forCe 

Revised Pages

 

 

 
 
 
 

upholding international law under radically changed circumstances 
required the adaptation of Germany’s foreign policy instruments. Since the 
Cold War, when radical abstinence from any military involvement was con-
sidered an appropriate means to avoid war, it had become increasingly ques-
tionable whether an exclusive reliance on nonmilitary means was always 
sufcient, particularly if the perpetrators of violence were unwilling to 
acquiesce. Thus, advocates of German responsibility clearly articulated an 
inadequacy (i.e., a lack) in traditional (antimilitarist) German foreign policy, 
for dealing with current problems. A case in point was Operation Desert 
Storm, whose purpose, according to Kohl, was “the enforcement of interna-
tional law and the restoration of peace” against an unresponsive aggressor 
(12/5, 30 January 1991: 68). The only alternative to Desert Storm, Kohl argued, 
was an “appeasement policy that puts up with the breach of the law” and 
that would only “encourage . . . further aggressions” (Kohl, 12/2, 14 January 
1991: 23). “Peace at any price” (i.e., appeasement), was unacceptable to Kohl, 
because a lasting and reliable peace could “only fourish on the basis of free-
dom, law, and justice” (12/5, 30 January 1991: 69). In Kohl’s argument, mili-
tary reticence, rearticulated as “appeasement policy,” which had a particu-
larly negative ring due to its historical connotations (see Adams 1993), was 
articulated as not equivalent with but contrary to peace, international law, 
and justice. 

This articulation breached the antagonistic frontier established by the 
old order. During the Cold War, the use of military violence had been frmly 
linked to the radical Other: military violence was the means of tyrants. In 
the context of the Iraq war, the use of force was disarticulated from its close 
connection to the tyrannical Other, and a relation of equivalence with peace 
was established (see fg. 6). The Bundeswehr, an army of peace during the 
Cold War because it was never intended to fght, remained such an army 
after the Cold War, because it was ready to fght in the pursuit of peace. While 
the general relation of equivalence between the Bundeswehr and peace 
remained intact, the Bundeswehr’s “operational identity” changed. 

This emerging project of Germany’s new international responsi-
bility gained more and more ground with the unfolding Yugoslav wars, 
which were seen as prime evidence that an exclusive reliance on non-
military instruments of peace policy was doomed to fail. For example, 
in a 1992 debate about German participation in Operation Maritime 
Monitor (the naval mission to monitor the arms embargo against Serbia 
and Montenegro), Foreign Minister Kinkel argued that the Bosnian war 
had demonstrated 
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Fig. 6. The breach of the antagonistic frontier 

that the traditional instruments of our peace and security policy do not sufce. The 

conficts have unfortunately grown faster than instruments to combat them 

could be developed. . . . [I]t unfortunately proves to be true that those responsible 

for violence and aggression only react when it is demonstrated to them that their 

criminal action leads to a reaction by the international community. (12/101, 22 

July 1992: 8609, italics added). 

The articulations in that argument point to a perceived lack of efectiveness 
in the “traditional,” nonmilitary means of German security policy, like di-
plomacy or economic aid to implement peace. Indirectly, Kinkel’s statement 
tries to grasp the dislocations of the Cold War order: namely, the inability of 
the old ways of doing security policy to provide a solution for unresponsive 
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aggressive elites. As a result, antimilitarism (or military reticence) became a 
foating signifer, open to rearticulation. 

At the same time, Kinkel already presented a solution: namely, to tran-
scend the “traditional” instruments and to threaten or use military force to 
demonstrate to the perpetrators of violence that they would have to expect a 
“reaction of the international community.” The project of German responsi-
bility rearticulated the relations between a number of foating signifers, 
including peace, military force, war, multilateralism, “alliance solidarity” 
(Bündnissolidarität), and, more generally, notions of moral righteousness. 
The use of military force was disarticulated from its close association with 
the aggressive and tyrannical radical Other and was rearticulated as equiva-
lent with the pursuit of peace, humanitarian demands to help others, sup-
port for international law and international organizations, multilateralism, 
and Western integration, as well as alliance solidarity. Most notably, though, 
military force was rearticulated as equivalent with the promotion of peace 
(and the moral good more generally). 

Somewhat paradoxically, advocates of German responsibility also man-
aged to incorporate demands for military reticence in an overall argument in 
favor of military operations. Thus, advocates of German responsibility 
linked their own demands for military operations to the apparently contrary 
demand that military means should only be employed as a means of last 
resort, an ultima ratio, thus strengthening the demand’s credibility. For 
instance, in the debate about Operation Deny Flight, the NATO operation to 
enforce the no-fy zone over Bosnia and Herzegovina that began in 1993, For-
eign Minister Kinkel expressly stated that “military coercion may always 
only be the very last resort in the keeping of peace,” but he continued to 
point out that “only armed force—and not peace marches—have put an end 
to Hitler’s crimes in 1945. . . . Can we close our eyes to [the fact] that the mur-
der in this world  .  .  . can precisely not be switched of with words alone?” 
(12/151, 21 April 1993: 12928). Here, in combining references to military reti-
cence with a demand for action, Kinkel utilized the former to justify the lat-
ter.24 German security discourse is ripe with examples for such argument in 
which references to the limited utility and/or moral undesirability of mili-
tary force are combined with a demand for precisely such missions. For 
instance, in the 1992 debate about German participation in Operation Mari-

24. In this context, Zehfuss (2007: 233) highlights how comparing Bundeswehr 
soldiers to the Allied forces that defeated the Nazis silences German atrocities during 
the Second World War and legitimizes the use of force. 
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time Monitor, Ulrich Irmer (FDP) claimed that while it was “correct that we 
cannot reach a problem solution by military means,” it was equally true 
“that there are situations in which, after the exhaustion of all political, all 
economic, and all diplomatic means, unfortunately no other way exists 
than, as [an] ultima ratio in a hopeless situation, to grab an aggressor’s arm 
[einem Aggressor in den Arm zu fallen]” (12/101, 22 July 1992: 8637). 

Similar arguments were made throughout the 1990s with respect to the 
Serbian leadership and, above all, Serbian/Yugoslav president Slobodan 
Milošević. Thus, in the parliamentary debate on the German participation 
in Operation Allied Force, the 1999 NATO intervention, Kinkel argued, 
“Since the beginning of the Kosovo crisis, we have left no doubt: the applica-
tion of violence can only be a possibility as the ultima ratio. But Milosevic remained 
unreasonable—despite all the political and diplomatic eforts” (13/248, 16 
October 1998: 23128, italics added). Here, Kinkel began by pointing out that 
military means could only be a means of last resort, thus invoking demands 
for military reticence and connecting to the mythical notion of a peaceful 
Self. At the same time, his core demand in the above quote is not to refrain 
from military operations but the opposite. Milošević is articulated here as 
“unreasonable.” Since he did not respond to anything but force, the West 
had no choice but to use force; after all, all other options had, in fact, been 
exhausted. As SPD MP Gernot Erler put it in a diferent debate on Allied 
Force, there was “no other alternative” but to “do something” (14/31, 26 
March 1999: 2613). 

The efect of such articulations is to reinforce the articulation of a benev-
olent and peaceful Self even if a decision to use violence is made. Since mili-
tary means can always only be an ultima ratio, the decision to use force 
implies that all other available means must have already been exhausted. If 
combined with an argument that “nothing else works,” invoking the argu-
ment for the ultima ratio only strengthens the demand for military opera-
tions. This argument gains additional credibility by drawing on sedimented 
practices from gender discourse that privilege activity over passivity and 
strength over (apparent) weakness. Against this background, arguments of 
no alternative (except “doing nothing”) become particularly powerful. In 
combination with the gendered argument that no alternative to military 
force exists, antimilitarist arguments can be mobilized to justify 
intervention—quite contrary to the constraining efect that one would 
expect antimilitarism to have. Thus, the project of Germany’s international 
responsibility also involved a rearticulation of antimilitarism itself. As a 
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result of this rearticulation, antimilitarism, previously understood as strictly 
contrary to the use of military force, now allowed for the use of such force as 
long as all other options had been (or could be said to have been) 
exhausted.25 

On the fip side of this articulation, holding on to military reticence in a 
strict sense was articulated as unrealistic and even immoral under certain 
circumstances (see, more generally, R. Jackson 2018). For instance, in 1993, 
CDU/CSU MP Stefan Schwarz argued that military reticence, if taken to the 
extreme, could amount to “genocidal pacifsm” (Schwarz, 12/151, 21 April 
1993: 12971). Moral arguments became particularly prominent in the con-
text of Operation Allied Force, the 1999 NATO intervention in Kosovo. For 
instance, in October 1998, Defense Minister Volker Rühe argued, 

There are enough examples in history that show: it can be immoral to deploy 

soldiers; there are, however, also other situations in which one has to say that it is 

profoundly immoral not to deploy soldiers, if it is the only chance to stop war and 

massacre. (13/248, 16 October 1998: 23134) 

In Rühe’s statement, the use of military violence is articulated as equivalent 
with, instead of contrary to, notions of moral righteousness, breaching the 
antagonistic frontier between a peaceful Self and an aggressive past Other. 
Here again, articulations gain additional clout by drawing on sedimented 
practices from gender(ed) discourses. Arguments demanding help for an al-
legedly “defenseless” civilian population, as SPD chairman Rudolf Scharp-
ing put it in debates about Bosnia (13/48, 30 June 1995: 3959), draw on sedi-
mented practices portraying the non-Western Other as in need of Western 
help. Such arguments seem more credible simply by virtue of their familiar-
ity, independent of whether they are the most “rational” option in terms of 
expected utility or potential unintended negative consequences (Chandra 
2013). 

These articulations received additional strength because they drew on 
established discursive patterns from gender discourse, such as the logic of 
masculinist protection (Young 2003). Thus, advocates of military operations 
often invoked the dangers or difculties of any given mission and high-
lighted the selfess service of the soldiers, for which citizens (including mem-

25. This shift is quite similar to the changing meaning of multilateralism that Bau-
mann (2006) discussed, and it supports Junk and Daase’s (2013) argument that accep-
tance of military operations depends on exactly how they are framed. 

Stengel, Frank A. The Politics of Military Force: Antimilitarism, Ideational Change, and Post-Cold War German Security Discourse.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2020, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.10154836.
Downloaded on behalf of Unknown Institution

http:exhausted.25


Creative Destruction 125 

Revised Pages

 

 

 

 

 

 

bers of the Bundestag) should show their gratitude by supporting them (to 
be expressed by a broad vote of support in the Bundestag). For instance, in 
the run-up to Operation Allied Force, Defense Minister Rühe claimed, 

The German soldiers need, for their difcult mission, the unconditional and 

visible backing of the German parliament.  .  .  . Do not underestimate what 

the vote of the German Bundestag means to our soldiers! . . . The difcult situ-

ation [of the soldiers] is much easier to bear if one senses [that] [t]he represen-

tatives of the German people are behind our soldiers. (Rühe, 13/248, 16 Octo-

ber 1998: 23134) 

Rühe’s claim illustrates, in particular, how gratitude owed to the soldiers is 
inextricably linked to support for the government’s policies. The claim here 
is that support for the decision would make the difcult mission “much eas-
ier to bear.” Vice versa, failure to support the government’s motion equals 
being ungrateful to the soldiers who, after all, risk their lives for “us.” Despite 
Rühe’s suggestion, what soldiers might actually think of any specifc mission 
is not considered, because they are never asked in the frst place. 

At the same time, the lesson to be drawn from past violence was rearticu-
lated, from a rejection of military involvement abroad to a duty not to stand 
aside.26 For instance, in 1999, Defense Minister Scharping stressed an “obli-
gation due to the experiences of the frst half of this century” (14/30, 25 
March 1999: 2424). In this context, Serbian atrocities of the 1990s, on one 
hand, and German war crimes during the Second World War and the Holo-
caust, on the other, were articulated as equivalent (although not equal). For 
instance, in April 1999, chancellor Gerhard Schröder emphasized the need 
to avoid “that a part of Europe lapses into oppression and barbarity” (14/35, 
22 April 1999: 2762). Similarly, Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer claimed that 
Serbian leader Slobodan Milošević pursued “a policy of violence and of the 
past” (14/25, 22 April 1999: 2777).27 Thus, rather than as a new antagonistic 
Other, the perpetrators of the new conficts were articulated as instantia-
tions of the tyrannical Other. 

26. In particular, originally, the deployment of German soldiers to regions the 
Wehrmacht had occupied had been frmly rejected by the Kohl government. This 
rejection is commonly referred to as the “Kohl doctrine” (von Krause 2013: 199–200; 
Zehfuss 2002: 129). 
27. Fischer (1999) put this argument in even clearer terms during the extraordi-

nary party conference of the Greens on 13 May 1999, where he directly invoked 
Auschwitz. 
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At the same time, “war” remained closely connected with the radical 
Other.28 While policymakers demanded that the use of military violence be 
made possible, they simultaneously insisted that “German foreign policy 
was and also in the future remains peace policy” (Kinkel, 12/151, 21 April 
1993: 12929) and that the Bundeswehr’s only purpose remained to serve 
peace. For example, in a debate about Operation Maritime Monitor, Kinkel 
insisted that “all” German soldiers, “together and entirely without qualifca-
tion, serve peace and nothing else.  .  .  . No one should insinuate that the 
Bundeswehr and the soldiers of the Bundeswehr serve any other goal and 
purpose than the law and peace” (12/101, 22 July 1992: 8619). The Bundeswehr 
that had been an army of peace during the 1980s by virtue of it not being 
intended to fght remained an army of peace in the 1990s because it was 
ready to fght for peace. 

In addition, other demands were incorporated into the chain of equiva-
lences, most notably the demand for continued integration in NATO, the 
EU, and the international community. Not only were out-of-area operations 
legitimized with the need for solidarity within NATO, but such solidarity 
was said to be a precondition for Germany not becoming isolated in the 
international community as such.29 For instance, in the debate about Opera-
tion Deny Flight in April 1993, Foreign Minister Kinkel argued that a new 
consensus was needed. 

Today it is . . . about a question of fundamental foreign and security political 

signifcance, namely: Will we fnd, as a united and sovereign Germany after 

the end of the bipolar world of the East-West confict, . . . a new foreign and 

security political consensus that makes us, in a changed world situation, into 

a responsible actor of the world community that is capable to act? Are we willing to 

assume without reservation the peace tasks that the community of peoples expects 

from us as a leading industrial nation in the face of entirely new security polit-

ical challenges? (Kinkel, 12/151, 21 April 1993: 12925) 

28. This connection arguably contributed to the difculties of acknowledging Ger-
man soldiers’ claims, many years later, that war was going on in Afghanistan; war was 
considered an act of the Other, not of the new Germany. 
29. The solidarity argument was not entirely new at the time. Already in 1964, 

when a potential German participation in a NATO force to prevent a war between Tur-
key and Greece over Cyprus was under debate, then Foreign Minister Gerhard Schröder 
(CDU) argued that for “alliance reasons” only, Germany could not abstain (quoted in 
Troche 2000: 189). This emphasis on alliance solidarity was shared among representa-
tives of the SPD, most notably Herbert Wehner. Bundestag vice president Carlo 
Schmidt (SPD) even argued that the Basic Law could be ignored in this case, as such a 
“police action” could not be seen as a war (quoted in Troche 2000: 189). 
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While participation in military operations contributed to Germany’s inter-
national integration and made the country capable to act in a changed 
world, failure to live up to international expectations would render Ger-
many “incapable to function as an alliance partner” (bündnisunfähig) and 
would lead to the country’s “isolation . . . in the community of states” (Kin-
kel, 12/151, 21 April 1993: 12928, 12929).30 Alliance solidarity, the capability 
to function as an alliance partner (Bündnisfähigkeit), and “reliability” more 
generally were prominent demands in the debates about the Yugoslav wars.31 

Similarly, support for international law was said to require participation in 
military operations. Already in his speeches on Operation Desert Storm in 
1991, Chancellor Kohl argued that the “community of states” could not “tol-
erate this breach of law” (12/2, 14 January 1991: 2).32 

The project of Germany’s international responsibility also rearticulated 
the proper “lessons” to be drawn from Germany’s past (see Zehfuss 2007: 
7–10). Thus, in a debate about the Gulf War, Chancellor Kohl claimed that 
“our own history teaches” us “that right must never give way to wrong”33 

and that “aggressors have to be confronted in good time” (12/2, 14 January 
1991: 22). In a quite similar vein, in the debates about former Yugoslavia a few 
years later, Foreign Minister Kinkel argued that 

the experience of our most recent history, namely, the period of National 

Socialist dictatorship . . . and the illegitimate regime [Unrechtsregime] of a dif-

ferent kind in the former GDR, really justifes a special duty for German foreign 

policy to actively stand up for peace and human rights internationally. (12/101, 22 

July 1992: 8609, italics added) 

30. Thus, German decision makers themselves constructed what Markus Kaim 
(2007) has called the “multilateralism trap,” as also observed by members of the PDS / 
Linke Liste at the time. Andrea Lederer argued that “the federal government and the 
parliamentary groups supporting it have conducted a foreign policy that has provoked 
the expectations” that were then invoked to justify military operations (12/151, 21 
April 1993: 12942). 
31. See, for instance, Glos, 13/48, 30 June 1995: 3984; Kinkel, 13/48, 30 June 

1995: 3957; Rühe, 13/87, 9 February 1996: 7679; Volmer, 13/248, 16 October 
1998: 23151; Kinkel, 13/248, 16 October 1998: 23129. These arguments have 
been discussed in detail by Schwab-Trapp (2002), and the importance of argu-
ments about alliance solidarity is well established in the literature on out-of-area 
operations. 
32. See also the unfolding debates in 12/2, 14 January 1991; 12/3, 17 January 

1991; and 12/5, 30 January 1991. 
33. The original German expression juxtaposes Recht with Unrecht, which can be 

translated “wrong”/“right,” “justice”/“injustice,” or “law”/“lawlessness.” In that 
sense, the original German formulation includes both aspects of moral righteousness 
and legality. 
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The true lesson of history, then, was not to reject the use of military force 
once and for all but, rather, to never again stray from Western Europe’s com-
mon path. Fulflling the demand to draw the right lessons from history 
meant not that one should fundamentally oppose military violence under 
all circumstances but, rather, that one should avoid any new special paths. 
As Foreign Minister Kinkel claimed, “One lesson from this [Germany’s] his-
tory can really only be: never again sheer of from the community of Western 
peoples, never again special paths, [not even] that of moral know-it-all atti-
tude and of ethics of conviction” (12/151, 21 April 1993: 12928). 

Even the constitutional legality of military operations was transformed 
during the 1990s, if only through multiple discursive interventions by the 
BVerfG. Constitutionality was a particularly important bone of contention 
with respect to UNOSOM II, the UN mission in Somalia, and Operation 
Deny Flight in Bosnia. In the case of Somalia, much of the debate circled 
around whether the operation was humanitarian or military in nature. 
Before the authoritative ruling of the BVerfG in 1994, the legal consensus 
was that purely humanitarian missions such as relief aid were constitutional, 
whereas everything else was considered a violation of the Basic Law. Not sur-
prisingly, advocates of German participation in UNOSOM II argued that the 
mission was a “humanitarian relief action” (Schäuble, 12/163, 17 June 1993: 
12996), while opponents claimed that it was an “obviously dangerous mili-
tary operation” and, consequently, “unconstitutional” (Fuchs, 12/163, 17 
June 1993: 12995, 12994). The debates culminated in an appeal by the SPD 
parliamentary group to the BVerfG, which was dismissed (BVerfGE 89, 38). 

After that, the debate shifted toward the desirability of UNOSOM II and 
combat operations in general. Politically, the SPD opposed peace enforce-
ment operations because of a doubt that military force was suitable as an 
instrument to achieve peace. For instance, on 24 June 1993, one day after 
the BVerfG’s dismissal of the SPD parliamentary group’s appeal, SPD fed-
eral manager Günter Verheugen repeated that the party was “not will-
ing . . . to permit combat missions outside of alliance and national defense, 
because we do not believe that the problems in the world can be solved 
through the use of military violence” (12/166, 24 June 1993: 14332). While 
CDU/CSU MPs articulated military operations and peace as equivalent, 
SPD MPs stressed the two elements’ diferential character, putting in doubt 
that they went hand in hand. 

Even more controversial than the Somalia operation was the deploy-
ment of German air force members as part of the AWACS crews in Operation 
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Deny Flight.34 The central question was whether the mission required a con-
stitutional amendment. Not being able to fnd consensus, the parliamentary 
groups of the SPD and FDP (the latter a member of the ruling coalition) 
turned to the BVerfG on 8 April 1993, to determine, via an interim measure, 
whether German soldiers participating in AWACS fights was constitutional. 
In addition, the SPD parliamentary group appealed to the court to decide 
whether the federal government’s deployment of troops to participate in 
UNOSOM II was constitutional (Baumann and Hellmann 2001: 73–74; 
Philippi 1997: 48).35 In 1994, the BVerfG ruled that out-of-area operations 
were permitted if conducted within systems of collective security such as the 
UN and if endowed with a constitutive Bundestag mandate (BVerfGE 90, 
286), articulating out-of-area operations as principally equivalent with the 
demand for constitutional legality. Given the undisputed authority of the 
BVerfG on constitutional matters, the ruling ended the debate in favor of the 
ruling coalition. This example clearly illustrates, frst, that from a discourse 
theoretical perspective, legality is not an objective fact but is established 
through the performative act of a court and, second, that discourse is not a 
level playing feld, for due to sedimented discursive practices, the BVerfG 
alone has the “interpretive power” (Deutungsmacht) to declare any demand 
equivalent with or contrary to the provisions of the Basic Law (Brodocz 
2009: ch. 5).36 

Another factor that contributed to the project’s success was that it man-
aged to provide an empty signifer that functioned as a surface of inscription 
for individual demands. This signifer was the demand for responsibility, or, 
to be more precise, for Germany to accept and live up to its purported new 
international responsibility. As the above quotes illustrate, responsibility 
featured prominently in the debate.37 Already in the context of the Gulf War, 
Chancellor Kohl had called for Germany to accept its international responsi-
bility, and the demand was echoed across time and party lines. For instance, 

34. See 12/150, 26 March 1993: 12867–81; 12/151, 21 April 1993: 12925–73. 
35. As Philippi (1997: 48) points out, the BVerfG does not ofer legal opinions, so the 

SPD and FDP had to turn to the court on the basis of a dispute between diferent consti-
tutional bodies (Organstreitverfahren). The purpose of such proceedings is normally to 
determine which constitutional body can legitimately decide on a certain issue, but it 
was used here to let the court somewhat indirectly rule on the constitutionality of out-
of-area deployments. 
36. This uncontested authority is itself the result of past discursive struggles 

(Brodocz 2009: 145–46, ch. 6; Vorländer 2006: 9). 
37. On responsibility in this context, see Crossley-Frolick 2017; Geis and Pfeifer 

2017; Pfeifer and Spandler 2014; Stahl 2017; Stark Urrestarazu 2015: 182–83. 
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SPD MP Walter Kolbow cited Germany’s “international responsibility” as 
the main reason for the need to participate in (traditional) UN peacekeeping 
operations (12/70, 16 January 1992: 5884), and members of the Greens 
pointed to Germany’s “international responsibility” in the context of the 
Yugoslav wars (Wollenberger, 12/101, 22 July 1992: 8630). The notion of 
responsibility continues to permeate foreign policy debates to this day, as 
illustrated by federal president Gauck’s (2014) much-noted speech at the 
2014 Munich Security Conference and by a more recent Foreign Afairs article 
by Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier (2016). 

Remaining particular content made responsibility particularly efective. 
No empty signifer is ever completely empty, and because of its elevated posi-
tion, the empty signifer infuences the overall character of the hegemonic 
project it symbolizes. In the case of responsibility, what matters most is the 
strong notion of duty associated with responsibility or, more precisely, the 
German term Verantwortung.38 According to the Duden, the most prominent 
dictionary of the German language, Verantwortung commonly refers to 
someone’s “obligation [Verpfichtung] to ensure that (within a specifc frame-
work) . . . the right thing is being done” (Duden 2019).39 As is the case with 
the word duty in the English language, the German Verpfichtung and the 
associated verb verpfichten (to oblige someone) refer to a binding commit-
ment, something that must be done (Duden 2019). Rendering military mis-
sions in terms of Verantwortung means that there is no choice to be had. 
What makes a duty dutiful is precisely that it is not a decision between two 
equally valid (contingent) options. Regardless of whether the addressee of a 
duty, obligation, or responsibility wants to fulfll it, the duty will have to be 
carried out anyway. The subject faces a decision only between accepting the 
duty or choosing not to fulfll it, at the risk of being regarded as irresponsible 
and unreliable. Because established social practices demand that one fulfll 
one’s duty (to family members and friends, to one’s employer, etc.), it is argu-
ably much more difcult to object to a demand when it is articulated as a 

38. The discourse does not necessarily always use the term Verantwortung. At times, 
decision makers point to Germany’s “obligations” (Verpfichtungen) (e.g., Hoyer, 
12/53, 6 November 1991: 4399; Dregger, 12/6, 31 January 1991: 112; Kohl, 12/5, 30 
January 1991: 98), “duty” (Pficht) (e.g., Zierer, 12/70, 16 January 1992: 5886), or the 
allies’ “right” (Anspruch) to German “solidarity” (Kohl, 12/2, 14 January 1991: 22). 
39. Similarly, the English word responsibility refers to “a duty to take care of some-

thing,” and the word duty, in turn, refers to “something that you have to do because it 
is part of your job, or something that you feel is the right thing to do” (Cambridge Aca-
demic Content Dictionary 2014, italics added). 
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matter of responsibility rather than choice. In the context of foreign policy, 
being perceived as unreliable carries the additional risk of becoming interna-
tionally isolated, which reinforces the overall power of the project. 

Despite its success in making the use of military violence possible, the 
project of responsibility remained limited in a number of respects. Most 
notably, the project did not, at the level of the overall security discourse, 
establish a new security order. Quite to the contrary, the old order remained 
largely in place, if in a partially rearticulated and generally dislocated ver-
sion, with traditional territorial defense being the main purpose of the 
armed forces. Moreover, the project did not yet establish out-of-area opera-
tions as a taken-for-granted, “normal” social practice. Instead, each individ-
ual operation was justifed on its specifc grounds, and no overarching dis-
cursive formation emerged to justify these missions as a social practice. 
Importantly, out-of-area operations were largely defended with arguments 
other than German security, most notably international expectations and 
humanitarian demands—that is, responsibility not to the German people 
but to Germany’s allies, the international community, normative principles, 
and, linked to that, (a reinterpretation of) the “lessons of history.” 

Moreover, the project did not establish a new antagonistic frontier. 
Rather, the opponents in specifc missions (Iraqi president Saddam Hussein, 
Milošević, etc.) were articulated as instantiations of the tyrannical Other 
and as equivalent, in that sense, with Germany’s own past. Thus, while the 
project was successful in making military operations possible, it did not 
establish an overall framework that provided an authoritative description of 
the post–Cold War security situation. It neither outlined what German secu-
rity policy should look like under changed circumstances nor defned the 
role of the armed forces within such a security strategy. Put in more conven-
tional terms, the project did not (yet) formulate a new German grand 
strategy. 

ConClusion 

This chapter has outlined how the project of responsibility managed to make 
out-of-area operations possible. The project’s success can mainly be 
explained by three factors: (1) the articulation of military operations as 
equivalent with a broad range of demands, including the promotion of 
peace as well as antimilitarist demands; (2) the incorporation of sedimented 
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discursive practices, including the myth of the peaceable nation as well as 
established discursive patterns surrounding notions of masculinity/femi-
ninity and modernity/coloniality; and (3) the construction of responsibility 
as an empty signifer, as a result of which military operations appeared not so 
much as a matter of choice but as a duty to be fulflled. As a result of the dis-
cursive rearticulation of the Cold War order, the Bundeswehr’s identity as an 
“army of peace” was transformed. During the Cold War, the Bundeswehr 
had been an army of peace because its readiness guaranteed that Germans 
would not have to fght in the frst place; during the 1990s, it stayed an army 
of peace because it was actually willing to fght for peace. 

At the same time, the project remained limited. Most notably, while the 
project was successful in making out-of-area operations possible, it did not 
establish a new security order. Individual out-of-area operations were justi-
fed mainly on the basis of international expectations and humanitarian 
arguments, but military operations were not yet established as a social prac-
tice within a broader security order that provided an overall rationale for 
why these operations were needed for German security. While military oper-
ations were not considered a taboo anymore, they had not become a matter 
of routine either. Above all, the project did not formulate a new grand 
strategy. 

This situation began to change with the emergence of what would 
become the project of networked security, which, for the frst time, bound 
the political practices of the 1990s, some of them originally articulated as 
contrary, into a common hegemonic project that provided an overarching 
representation of the security situation after the end of the Cold War and 
that spelled out a strategy of how to maintain security in a changed environ-
ment. In the late 1990s, advocates of what was then still called “comprehen-
sive security” argued that the German policy of confict prevention should 
pursue a whole-of-government approach, combining civilian and military 
means. Emerging out of this project, after 9/11, was a new security order that 
clearly formulated a new German grand strategy. This establishment of a 
new security order and of military operations as an integral part of a “mod-
ern” security policy is the topic of the two following chapters. 
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Chapter 4 

Peace in Europe 

Comprehensive Security as a New Paradigm  
for German Policy on Confict Prevention 

This chapter examines the emergence of comprehensive security as a hege-
monic project aiming to install a new order in the German discourse on con-
fict prevention. In the previous chapter, I examined how foating signifers 
(most notably military operations and antimilitarism) that had been part of 
the old security order became rearticulated, enabling German participation 
in out-of-area operations. At the same time, the scope of the discourse of 
Germany’s international responsibility was also limited to making out-of-
area operations possible. It did not provide a new overarching framework for 
German policy on confict prevention,1 let alone German security policy as 
a whole. Put in more conventional terms, the discourse of Germany’s inter-
national responsibility did not develop a new grand strategy, the purpose 
with which security orders are essentially concerned. 

This broader process of situating out-of-area operations within a new 
grand strategy is the concern of the project of networked security, which I 
address in more detail in chapter 5. The present chapter examines the project 
of comprehensive security, out of which the project of networked security 
grew. The project of comprehensive security originally emerged not with the 
aim to implement a new security order (and, with it, a new grand strategy) 
but as a more modest attempt to provide a rationale for German policy on 
confict prevention, security policy’s smaller subfeld concerned with the 
prevention of violent confict abroad. In this context, the demand for com-

1. In the literature, the policy on confict prevention is often referred to as peace 
policy (Friedenspolitik), often however without a clear defnition of what peace policy 
is and what separates it from, e.g., security policy (Egbering 2011; Geis 2008; Gieß-
mann 2004; Schlotter 2008). 
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prehensive (later, networked) security—or, more precisely, for the adoption 
of a comprehensive security policy—refers, very generally, to the need to 
combine the various military and nonmilitary instruments of diferent state 
and nonstate actors into a whole-of-government approach (see Stengel and 
Weller 2010). After 9/11, this template, originally formulated just for policy 
on confict prevention, was expanded and promoted as a candidate for a new 
German grand strategy. 

To avoid any potential confusion, I here use the term comprehensive secu-
rity to refer to the project to reorganize German policy on confict preven-
tion. I reserve the term networked security for the project that emerged after 
9/11 and targeted the much broader security discourse (see table 9). The proj-
ect of comprehensive security strove to establish comprehensive security as 
the overarching framework for German policy on confict prevention, not 
for security policy as a whole, which, during the early and mid-1990s, was 
still articulated mainly in traditional military terms. 

The distinction between the project of comprehensive security and that 
of networked security is a heuristic distinction that does not claim to be an 
“objective” representation of the parliamentary discourse (insofar as there 
could ever be one). Instead, its purpose is to reduce complexity and thus 
make it easier to follow the argument. Nevertheless, my usage of the terms is 
not exactly congruent with the way the terms are used by discourse partici-
pants. Both projects were formulated under the SPD/Green government of 
Chancellor Schröder, whose members consistently used the term comprehen-
sive security to refer to the strategy for, frst, confict prevention and, later, 
security policy as a whole. The term networked security was introduced only 
after the change of government in which Chancellor Angela Merkel (CDU) 
came to power, no earlier than 2006, in the context of the white paper on 
defense published that year.2 Thus, in the following discussion, I use a term 
that was introduced in 2006 to describe a project that emerged in 2001. 

TABLE 9. Comprehensive versus networked security 

Discourse Extension/competence Time frame (broadly) 

Comprehensive security Conflict prevention Late 1990s and early 2000s 
Networked security Grand strategy / security Early 2000s onward 

policy in general 
(including conflict 
prevention) 

2. To my knowledge, Defense Minister Franz Josef Jung (16/51, 21 September 2006: 
4974) began to use the notion of a “networked security policy” in autumn 2006. 
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Although this chapter is primarily concerned with the late 1990s and 
early 2000s, I here sometimes cite speeches from before that period. The rea-
son is that the project of comprehensive security (and, by extension, its suc-
cessor) took up articulations that had already been present in the discourse. 
This adoption partly explains the project’s broad appeal. It managed to 
incorporate demands of critics and champions of out-of-area operations 
alike and to rearticulate them into a common project. 

This chapter examines the emergence of the project of comprehensive 
security, while the expansion of the project to encompass the entire security 
discourse is the subject of chapter 5. The frst section of the present chapter 
ofers a detailed discussion of the construction of a chain of equivalent 
demands. The second section details the construction of comprehensive 
security as an empty signifer. The third section takes a broader perspective 
and analyzes the formation of an antagonistic frontier at the level of the 
overall discourse. 

linking demands in/to ConfliCt prevention 

The emergence of the project of comprehensive security coincides broadly 
with the election victory of the SPD/Green coalition in 1998. After that vic-
tory, coalition members more forcefully argued for the need to rethink con-
fict prevention or, as it was called in the discourse, “crisis prevention” (e.g., 
Schröder, 14/35, 22 April 1999: 5764). In terms of the demands incorporated 
into the project of comprehensive security, one can distinguish between 

1. the articulation of substantial demands as equivalent, either (a) for 
policy goals or even whole policy felds (e.g., environmental, peace, 
or development policy) or (b) for certain instruments of foreign and 
security policy (e.g., military operations, diplomatic negotiations, or 
development aid), and 

2. the incorporation of diferent individual and collective subjects (i.e., 
actors) into a chain of equivalence (e.g., German soldiers, the Ger-
man or other populations, the FRG, the US, diferent articulations of 
Europe, the UN, or the “international community” as such). 

The project of comprehensive security emerged as a response to a persis-
tent lack of peace in the world. This intent is most clearly visible in Chancel-
lor Schröder’s inaugural government policy statement in November 1998. 
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Berlin is . . . also the city that had for decades been split by the East-West con-

fict. As happy as we Germans are about it [the Cold War] having been over-

come, as aware are we also [of the fact] that the end of the Cold War has not 

by a long shot [noch lange nicht] brought world peace. 

The world political upheaval has triggered new instabilities and violent 

conficts in many regions, also on our doorstep in Europe. [The] misery of 

refugees, scarcity of resources, and ecological destruction in the countries of 

the South are dangerous breeding grounds for these and new conficts. 

In light of such risks, but above all in light of the opportunities for interna-

tional cooperation, the world expects of us more than ever that we do justice 

to our obligations within the framework of our alliances. We remain reliable 

partners in Europe and in the world. (Schröder, 14/3, 10 November 1998: 63) 

Here, Schröder clearly identifed a persistent lack of “world peace” even after 
the end of the Cold War. This lack of peace was due to what Schröder called 
“new instabilities and . . . conficts,” which, in turn, were supported by the 
sufering of refugees, resource scarcity, and environmental destruction. 

Already in Schröder’s statement, one can see that antagonism and equiv-
alence are practically inseparable. Because these problems were a challenge 
to stability not just for Germany but for “Europe” and “the world” as a whole, 
these diferent collective subjects were (or at least should be) united in a 
common project to combat them. The above quote from Schröder illustrates 
that in the case of the project of comprehensive security, the articulation of 
diferent substantial demands as equivalent takes place mainly through the 
articulation of diferent policy problems as linked. Schröder articulated 
armed conficts—or “crises,” as they were broadly referred to by members of 
the Schröder government (Scharping, 14/3, 10 November 1998: 113)3—as 
being caused or aggravated by other phenomena: namely, the “misery of 
refugees,” resource scarcity, and environmental problems. As contributing 
factors to armed confict, these were constructed as equivalent (≙) with the 
latter: 

instabilities/violent conficts ≙ misery of refugees ≙ ecological 
destruction ≙ resource scarcity 

3. In the context of the German security discourse of the 1990s, crisis functions as 
somewhat of a catch-all term broadly referring to any (risk of the) occurrence of mass 
violence, including armed confict, large-scale human rights violations, etc. (see, e.g., 
Federal Government 2004). 
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Rather than as separate issues, these problems were articulated as linked to 
armed confict. With respect to the demand for (world) peace, then, the mis-
ery of refugees, resource scarcity, and environmental problems were equally 
articulated as contrary to the Self, as it is clearly implied that “we” want peace. 

Similarly, in a debate on 10 November 1998 (following the frst govern-
ment policy statement of Chancellor Schröder cited above), Defense Minis-
ter Scharping (SPD) claimed that in light of “altered and new challenges for 
our security and for that of our continent,” German security had to orient 
itself toward the “goal of comprehensive security,” which had to “include 
also causes of crises like hunger, underdevelopment, terror, and hatred 
between population groups” (14/3, 10 November 1998: 114). Here, Scharping 
provided a similar yet slightly diferent articulation, listing hunger, underde-
velopment, and ethnic hatred (“hatred between population groups”) as 
causes of crises (like armed conficts): 

crises/armed confict ≙ hunger ≙ underdevelopment ≙ terror ≙ ethnic 
hatred 

This chain of equivalent problems (to stay with the discourse theoretical ter-
minology) became gradually widened, with decision makers sometimes 
leaving out some phenomena but mainly adding new ones. 

Authoritarian (i.e., nondemocratic) rule was also articulated as causally 
linked to armed confict (incorporating elements from liberal discourse 
more generally as well as articulations of the Soviet Union during the Cold 
War as aggressive by virtue of authoritarianism). In a debate about NATO’s 
50th anniversary in April 1999, Chancellor Schröder argued, “We have 
seen: the danger of armed conficts and militant disputes exists above all 
where democracy is lacking and where dictators want to force their will on 
their peoples and behave accordingly” (14/35, 22 April 1999: 2762). Here, 
authoritarian rule as well was incorporated into the (emerging) chain of 
equivalence responsible for the continued lack of (world) peace. Thus, to 
rid the world of armed confict, one needed to simultaneously address 
authoritarianism as a problem. 

These examples equally illustrate how individual articulations or texts 
accumulate to discursive formations on the level of the overall discourse. For 
instance, viewed in isolation from each other, the above articulations by 
Schröder and Scharping emphasized a clearly specifed number of certain 
phenomena while leaving out others, and both difered from each other. On 
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the level of each individual articulation, we can clearly distinguish which 
phenomena were considered part of the category of the new challenges. 
Scharping connected armed confict to hunger, underdevelopment, and 
environmental problems, while Schröder articulated (in the 1999 quote 
above) a connection between armed confict and authoritarianism. When 
one reads these statements together, however, a diferent, wider picture of 
the new challenges emerges, to include the entirety of the phenomena cited 
by both Schröder and Scharping:4 

crises/instabilities/armed confict ≙ authoritarianism ≙ misery of 
refugees ≙ ecological destruction ≙ resource scarcity ≙ 
underdevelopment ≙ ethnic hatred ≙ hunger 

On the level of these individual statements, only selected policy prob-
lems are articulated as linked, but emerging on the level of the discourse as a 
whole is an image of a common cluster of interlinked and inseparable (i.e., 
equivalent) problems. Rather than being distinct phenomena, these new 
threats (or “new challenges,” as they were then mainly called: see Schröder, 
14/35, 22 April 1999: 2764) required that they be solved together or not at all. 
Moreover, all these phenomena together were to be blamed for the contin-
ued lack of world peace. This implies the assumption that if these new threats 
(armed conficts and their causes) were to be overcome, world peace would 
materialize. To cluster problems in this way is to articulate a set of phenom-
ena into a common radical Other that is preventing the achievement of a 
fully constituted, peaceful identity for the world community. The important 
point about the new threats is that they were articulated as equivalent, as a 
common totality of causally linked problems.5 This articulation is clearly 

4. It is difcult to clearly distinguish between these phenomena in practice. For 
instance, poverty and hunger are so closely related that it would be problematic to 
systematically separate them as “variables” in a quantitative study. 
5. When I speak about causal connections here, I claim not that they exist objec-

tively but that the diferent phenomena were articulated as causally linked in dis-
course. What I observe is a truth claim regarding a causal connection between, say, 
state failure and terrorism (see Schlichte 2008). This understanding is closer to the 
notion of causal beliefs or ideas as “beliefs about cause-efect relationships” (Goldstein 
and Keohane 1993a: 10). These beliefs need not be factually correct; what matters is 
that they are widely believed. One example is the still widespread belief that photo-
graphic images display reality in an unmediated fashion, which prevails despite the 
fact that a photograph can always only show some limited frame of reality—let alone 
the possibilities for fabricating photographic images in the age of Photoshop (see Pet-
tersson 2011; Shim 2014). 
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visible, for example, in descriptions of environmental problems and other 
problems as the “breeding grounds” for armed confict (Schröder, 14/3, 10 
November 1998: 63) or in claims that the risk for confict is higher where 
democratic governance is missing. 

The fip side of this articulation of interlinked problems is the articula-
tion of a chain of equivalent demands that, with respect to the goal to over-
come the lack (of peace), were articulated as contrary to the new threats. The 
articulation of a number of diferent policy problems as a common Other 
means that the corresponding social demands (to address the problems) 
emerge as equivalent. For instance, if armed confict and a lack of democratic 
governance are inherently linked, demands for confict prevention and 
demands for democratization cannot be separated anymore. Confict pre-
vention requires democratization, and vice versa. 

This articulation of diferent demands as equivalent is clearly visible in 
the discourse. Thus, coalition members claimed that peace and develop-
ment could not be understood as disparate issues anymore (much less as 
contrary ones—e.g., in the competition for scarce government resources). 
For instance, Chancellor Schröder argued in April 1999 that after the end of 
the Cold War, “security can less and less be achieved by military means alone. A 
modern security policy has to think about peace and economic-social development 
together”; he concluded that “efcient crisis management and efective crisis 
prevention” required a comprehensive perspective (14/35, 22 April 1999: 
5764, italics added). Because underdevelopment, a lack of democratic gover-
nance, and armed confict were linked, a “modern” security policy had to 
regard peace and development as inseparable. 

Three additional aspects are relevant here. First, Schröder’s response to 
the dislocations of the Cold War order was political in nature: he challenged 
the Cold War order’s narrow military focus and articulated the end of the 
Cold War as a central turning point, demanding policy change. In doing so, 
Schröder also took up the demands formulated by critics of the Kohl govern-
ment’s security policy. These critics argued that the end of the Cold War 
meant that the relative importance of military security provision was signif-
cantly decreased (see the discussion in chapter 3). At the same time, how-
ever, Schröder did not reiterate demands for disarmament, which ensured 
the project’s ability to connect with demands by the CDU/CSU and the FDP 
too. In this way, previously contrary demands emerged, if implicitly, as 
equivalent. 

Second, Schröder also formulated an alternative to the old order, capable 
to overcome the latter’s dislocations. He claimed that a “modern,” compre-
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hensive security policy could overcome the dislocations of the old order by 
broadening the perspective of security policy, from a traditional focus on 
military means, to “think[ing] about peace and economic-social develop-
ment together.” In this way, a modern security policy would be able to 
domesticate what the old order could not (see Volmer, 14/12, 4 December 
1998: 724).6 

Third, a “modern” (i.e., comprehensive) security policy—as opposed to 
what Ludger Volmer (Greens), minister of state in the Foreign Ofce, called 
the CDU/CSU’s “traditional” one (14/12, 4 December 1998: 723)—did not 
understand “peace” and “economic-social development” as disparate 
demands but, instead, required that the two were understood as going hand 
in hand. In this way, development policy was incorporated into policy on 
confict prevention, anticipating the explicit articulation of a “security-
development nexus” in the German security discourse (see Dufeld 2001; 
Stern and Öjendal 2010; Ziai 2010). This connection was even more clearly 
stated by Schröder in his inaugural government policy statement in Novem-
ber 1998, in which he claimed, 

We know from [our] own experience: peace needs economic development, 

and economic development needs peace. Crises can only be solved perma-

nently where people realize that peace and democracy are proftable and that 

peaceful development noticeably improves their situation. (14/3, 10 Novem-

ber 1998: 65) 

Articulated as equivalent here are not only peace and economic develop-
ment but also democracy. Simply through enumeration, democracy was 
implicitly claimed to go hand in hand with peace, a claim drawing on sedi-
mented discursive practices, in liberal political discourse, that linked peace 
and democracy (Neocleous 2011: 93–94). Although this claim is factual, the 
articulation of equivalence between development, democracy, and peace is 
far from self-evident. The relationship between democracy and democratiza-
tion, on one hand, and peace, on the other, remains controversially dis-
cussed in the academic literature (see Geis 2001, 2013b; Geis and Wagner 

6. Although decision makers speak about security policy, the threats to German 
security at the time were not the issue. Despite multiple references to security policy, 
the debate was not concerned with grand strategy in a narrow sense. At that point in 
time, the project was not (yet) about a reformulation of security policy as a whole but 
was limited to the narrower feld of confict prevention. 
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2011; Mansfeld and Snyder 1995, 2002, 2009; Müller 2004a), as does the 
link between economic development—certainly if it entails the spread of 
capitalism (e.g., Schneider 2017; Siegelberg 1994)—and peace (see Anderson 
1999). 

In addition, further demands and entire policy felds were linked to con-
fict prevention. For instance, foreign economic policy was enlisted for the 
purpose of fostering peace, development, and democratization. Schröder 
stated in 1998, “Also our foreign economic relations are to serve peace and 
democratization” (14/3, 10 November 1998: 65). In a debate on the occasion 
of NATO’s 50th anniversary, Defense Minister Scharping argued that NATO 
was “characterized by a supremely modern and comprehensive understand-
ing of security. . . . Economic recovery, domestic political stability, and exter-
nal security belong inextricably together not only in the eyes of the found-
ing fathers” (14/35, 22 April 1999: 2770). Equally, at least in debates about 
specifc operations, immigration policy was linked to peace policy, with 
policymakers citing “refugee wave[s]” (Kinkel, 12/101, 22 July 1992: 8610; 
Kolbow, 14/45, 17 June 1999: 3732) as consequences of armed confict. 

The result of these articulations was a broad chain of equivalent demands, 
incorporating various policy goals (peace, development, democratization, 
human rights) and policy felds (e.g., peace, development, and foreign eco-
nomic and environmental policy) under the broad umbrella of a compre-
hensive security policy: 

confict prevention ≙ development policy ≙ environmental protection 
≙ foreign economic policy ≙ human rights policy ≙ democracy 
promotion ≙ internal stability ≙ immigration control 

Within the project of comprehensive security, otherwise disparate demands 
like environmental protection and peace promotion were rearticulated as 
actually inherently linked and mutually dependent. The project also incor-
porated a number of demands that had been connected only marginally to 
the previous security discourse (see fg. 7). 

The project of comprehensive security involved the deliberate breach of 
the super-diferential boundary that previously separated confict preven-
tion from other thematic discourses, such as the development and environ-
mental discourses. This incorporation signifcantly increases the reach of 
the hegemonic project, by establishing links between previously largely 
separate discourses. It bolsters the project’s claim to not just advocate a set of 
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Fig. 7. The security discourse before the project of comprehensive security 

particular demands but promote the general common good. Equally, it 
makes the project more credible, because the project then resonates with a 
broad range of sedimented demands. 

The project of comprehensive security incorporated a number of articu-
lations that emerged as part of the project of Germany’s international 
responsibility, most notably the articulation of military operations as equiv-
alent, if only as a means of last resort, with a number of goals, including 
peace and development. For instance, in his November 1998 government 
policy declaration, Chancellor Schröder claimed that under his leadership, 
“German foreign policy is and remains peace policy,” which “explicitly” 
included the “willingness to contribute to peacekeeping and peace-
preserving measures and missions,” and that the Bundeswehr remained “an 
army that serves the peace” (14/3, 10 November 1998: 64). This formulation 
of the Bundeswehr took up understandings prominent among conservatives 
and liberals during the Cold War and increased the project’s credibility for 
those audiences. It incorporated the modifed articulation of the Bundeswehr 
as an army of peace, according to which it was an instrument of peace by 
virtue of its readiness to fght for it (see chapter 3). At the same time, the proj-
ect also integrated the argument of ultima ratio, according to which military 
means could only be a means of last resort. For example, in November 1998, 
Schröder argued that “the keeping available [das Vorhalten] of military capa-
bilities” should “serve crisis prevention” and that “its application has to 
remain the ultima ratio of peace policy” (14/3, 10 November 1998: 64). For-
eign Minister Joschka Fischer (Greens) similarly stressed the importance of 
adhering to “a policy of self-restraint” (14/3, 10 November 1998: 108). When 
military deployments were deemed necessary, they were generally said to be 
without alternative. For instance, regarding Allied Force, Fischer, drawing on 
gendered constructions again for credibility, argued that the choice was 
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between military intervention and “a bending, a ducking away” from 
Milošević, which would only lead to “even more displacement and even 
more destruction” (14/35, 22 April 1999: 2778). 

This articulation of military force as without alternative (because all 
other options had been exhausted) was further reinforced by German deci-
sion makers’ insistence on their personal reluctance in making a deploy-
ment decision. This reluctance had already been a prominent feature of the 
out-of-area debate of the 1990s. For example, in June 1995, regarding the 
quick reaction force for Yugoslavia, Scharping claimed, “This decision does 
not come naturally to anyone” (13/48, 30 June 1995: 3959). During that same 
debate, the chairman of the CDU/CSU parliamentary group, Wolfgang 
Schäuble, insisted that his party was not agreeing “with jubilance” to the 
operation and attacked Scharping for having suggested otherwise in the 
press (Schäuble, 13/48, 30 June 1995: 3965). Through articulations like this, 
the project of comprehensive security was articulated as compatible (equiva-
lent) with antimilitarism (military reticence) and the lessons of history. In 
this way, the project reinscribed the historical antagonism into the discourse 
(if with a changed position of the antagonistic frontier), separating a still 
inherently peaceful FRG from its aggressive predecessors. The credibility of 
the project was arguably further strengthened precisely because it was pro-
posed by members of the SPD and Green Party, both of which had been 
notable for their originally critical stance on military operations (Philippi 
1997). The reasoning here, put simply, is that if even former pacifsts demand 
military interventions, those actions surely cannot be entirely wrong. 

The project of comprehensive security also incorporated core demands 
of the project of Germany’s international responsibility, most notably the 
call to accept the country’s duty to contribute to peace promotion. In a way, 
the project of comprehensive security was designed for Germany to assume 
more responsibility for the promotion of peace and, by extension, to fulfll a 
moral obligation to those who sufered. By incorporating military opera-
tions as an integral part of a comprehensive approach, the project could 
simultaneously claim to fulfll international expectations. Members of the 
SPD/Green government referred to the need for Germany to fulfll its 
“responsibility” (e.g., Fischer, 14/3, 10 November 1998: 112). In that sense, a 
comprehensive security policy ensured Germany’s continued Western and, 
more generally, international integration. In fact, comprehensive security 
required multilateral cooperation. Thus, in December 1998, SPD MP Peter 
Zumkley stressed that “only together with the alliance can we face the secu-
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rity political challenges” (14/12, 4 December 1998: 720). A comprehensive 
security was inherently multilateral. Through the incorporation of the lan-
guage of responsibility, the project was able to include demands in the Bund-
estag to fulfll (ascribed) external demands, which, in various guises (alliance 
solidarity and capability, international responsibility, etc.) had been an 
important argument during the discursive struggles of the 1990s. 

Equally, demands for the respect of international law were incorporated. 
This inclusion is most clearly visible in the titles of the motions to grant a 
mission mandate, which, without fail, invoke the international legal basis 
for the respective operation, in the form of various resolutions by interna-
tional organizations (most notably by the UN Security Council). For exam-
ple, the German government’s motion to deploy the Bundeswehr in Opera-
tion Deny Flight in Bosnia in the early 1990s was somewhat cryptically titled 
“German Participation in Measures by NATO and the WEU to Implement 
Resolutions by the UN Security Council Concerning the Adriatic Sea 
Embargo and the No-fy Zone over Bosnia-Herzegovina” (12/240, 22 July 
1994: 21165). By merely listing these resolutions, a relation of equivalence is 
constructed (or, rather, implicitly presumed) between the missions put to a 
vote and demands for multilateralism, international integration, legitimacy, 
and legality (on the link between legality and legitimacy, see Nuñez-Mietz 
2018). 

Even Operation Allied Force was said to be consistent with international 
law, despite a lacking UN mandate and contrary to the opinion of many legal 
scholars (see Cassese 1999; Independent International Commission on 
Kosovo 2000; less forceful, Simma 1999). Chancellor Schröder insisted that 
“it is indisputable within the alliance that international military operations 
outside the alliance’s area have a clear international legal basis as a precondi-
tion.” Although he understood the argument by those who saw Allied Force 
as illegal, Schröder continued, “After careful consideration I deem it wrong. I 
believe that the international legal basis for the NATO operation to contain 
a humanitarian catastrophe exists and that it is sufcient” (14/35, 22 April 
1999: 2765). 

Comprehensive seCurity as a universal remedy 

As noted in chapter 1, one core ingredient of any successful hegemonic proj-
ect is the provision of an empty signifer, of a demand that is so broad that it 
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can function as a symbol for a wide range of demands and, more broadly, the 
absent fullness of society. In the project of comprehensive security, this 
function is fulflled by the demand for such a security strategy. The emer-
gence of comprehensive security did not mean that demands for Germany 
to accept its new international responsibility vanished from the discourse; 
that interpretation could not be further from the truth. However, compre-
hensive security was articulated as the means by which Germany could ful-
fll that responsibility. One of the strengths of this project was that notions 
of duty were still very prominent in the discourse, contributing to the over-
all impression of a process driven by factual necessities rather than choice. 

The starting point for the demand for comprehensive security was the 
perceived inadequateness (a lack) of the established instruments of German 
security policy to deal, in particular, with conficts such as the one in Soma-
lia and in (former) Yugoslavia. As Defense Minister Scharping argued in 
November 1998, Germany and its allies were facing “altered causes of crises, 
causes of threats, and risks for international security and stability,” while 
“the instruments date from the period after the Second World War, from the 
period of the Cold War and the block confrontation,” and were “not suit-
able” for the management of the “international crises on our continent and 
far beyond it.” Rather than sticking to the old ways, Scharping argued, Ger-
man security had to orient itself toward comprehensive security (Scharping, 
14/3, 10 November 1998: 114). 

Policy on confict prevention had to adapt in two main ways. First, man-
aging contemporary security problems could no longer be “achieved in the 
categories of a military alliance alone” (Scharping, 14/3, 10 November 1998: 
114) but had to apply a “broad spectrum of political as well as military reac-
tion possibilities and the respective capabilities” (Scharping, 14/35, 22 April 
1999: 2771). Second, a modern security policy needed “to identify causes of 
crises earlier in the future and to act more decisively than in the past” 
(Scharping, 14/3, 10 November 1998: 113). That need meant that the Cold 
War reliance on deterrence was obsolete in the face of new threats: “Either 
we wait until critical developments together with their consequences have 
arrived here [bei uns], or we face them where they are created” (Scharping, 
14/35, 22 April 1999: 2771). The federal government, Scharping argued, 
embraced the latter option: “crisis prevention has to apply where crises 
themselves are created” (14/35, 22 April 1999: 2771). 

Overall, comprehensive security was articulated as the universal remedy 
to overcome the new threats in their entirety, a remedy made possible by the 
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combination of diferent actors’ instruments, both civilian and military, 
into a unifed approach. To be more precise, this approach entailed articulat-
ing an equivalence between 

• civilian and military instruments of foreign and security policy and 
• diferent actors, their instruments, and their demands. 

Most important in the context of this study, comprehensive security articu-
lated military and nonmilitary instruments as equivalent instead of dispa-
rate or even contrary. During the Cold War, military instruments were artic-
ulated as exclusively suited for conventional deterrence and, if entirely 
unavoidable, territorial defense, while the promotion of peace abroad was 
entirely conducted by nonmilitary means (e.g., development aid) as part of 
Germany’s military reticence. Within the project of comprehensive security, 
though, military and nonmilitary instruments of foreign and security policy 
were articulated as equivalent with respect to the common goal of overcom-
ing the lack of peace. 

When the frst articulations of the new threats emerged in the early 
1990s, those articulations were formulated in explicit opposition to the Kohl 
government’s continued emphasis on military security provision.7 In his 
articulation, in 1992, of what he called the “novel dangers,” SPD MP Walter 
Kolbow stressed the new threats as characterized, above all, by not being 
amenable to military management. 

Facing novel dangers for humanity and the need for assistance we need an 

extended, an international understanding of security. Hunger crises and misery 

in the countries of the Third World, the enormous problems in the new 

democracies of Middle and Eastern Europe and in the successor states of the 

Soviet Union, many developing countries’ immense level of debt, environ-

mental catastrophes, refugee fows, and the largely still uncontrolled arms 

trade entail risks of a global proportion against which military capabilities are of 

no use. Here risks exist, but they cannot, after all, be removed using military capa-

bilities. . . . We [as] social democrats have for many years alluded to security 

problems requiring, above all, political and economic means. (Kolbow, 12/70, 16 

January 1992: 5882, italics added) 

7. As Kohl argued, an “anticipatory security policy” had “not become redundant.” 
Due to the emergence of “new challenges and risks” (Kohl, 12/53, 6 November 1991: 
4365, 4366), NATO and the Bundeswehr were still needed after the end of the Cold 
War. 
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Here, Kolbow not only provided an overview of a range of new threats but 
explicitly stressed that military means were entirely unsuitable in dealing 
with them. The new threats would have to be dealt with, “above all,” using 
“political and economic means.” In this early articulation, Kolbow stressed 
the diferential content of military means, on one hand, and economic and 
political means, on the other, as well as the absence of equivalence between 
the problems to be solved and military means. In short, the logic of difer-
ence clearly triumphed here. 

A similar articulation of military and civilian instruments prevailed in 
the original articulations of civilian confict prevention/resolution, or “civil-
ian crisis prevention” (as it was called by the Schröder government), which 
would, in a rearticulated version, inform central documents of German pol-
icy on confict prevention, like the 2000 Comprehensive Concept (Federal 
Government 2000) and the 2004 Action Plan “Civilian Crisis Prevention, 
Confict Resolution and Post-Confict Peace-Building” (Federal Government 
2004). In general, civilian confict prevention refers to the application, as 
early as possible, of nonmilitary means to prevent or end armed conficts, 
through, for instance, diplomatic negotiations, peace pedagogy, develop-
ment aid, or other measures (Weller 2008; Weller and Kirschner 2005). The 
concept originally emerged in the context of the German peace movement 
and peace research. Civilian confict prevention was initially articulated as 
an alternative to military confict management, of which representatives of 
the peace movement and peace research were highly skeptical. Thus, propo-
nents of civilian confict prevention like Andreas Buro articulated it as a 
“political alternative program [Kontrastprogramm]” to the “neo-military-
interventionist orientation” of the West (1995: 81). Indeed, civilian confict 
prevention was intended as a means to “leave the old military-confrontational 
paths” (Buro 1995: 81). It was articulated not as equivalent with but as a com-
peting project to military peacekeeping. 

At frst glance, the project of comprehensive security seems to be highly 
similar to early articulations of an expanded concept of security à la Kolbow 
and articulations of civilian confict prevention. For instance, in April 1999, 
Chancellor Schröder observed that “after the overcoming of the East-West 
confict,” security could only “to a decreasing extent be achieved by military 
means alone” (14/3, 22 April 1999: 5764). However, a second glance reveals 
signifcant diferences. Where Kolbow stressed the inappropriateness of mili-
tary means to address the new threats, Schröder only put in doubt that they 
could be resolved by military means alone. For Kolbow and certainly for the 
peace movement, military means needed to be replaced by nonmilitary 
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means adequate to address the “novel dangers,” whereas Schröder argued for 
military means to be complemented by other instruments. 

This latter understanding of extended or comprehensive security as 
including military as well as other instruments asserted itself. When the 
SPD and the Greens won the Bundestag election in 1998 and formed a 
new coalition government, the demand for civilian conflict prevention 
became incorporated into the project of comprehensive security, along-
side military peace operations; that is, the two approaches were (re)artic-
ulated as equivalent demands with respect to overcoming the lack of 
peace. For instance, in December 1998, Defense Minister Scharping 
explicitly stressed that one should not understand the general “political 
line” of crisis prevention with civilian means as an “opposite to the 
Bundeswehr and to its tasks” (14/12, 4 December 1998: 735). According to 
the 2004 action plan “Civilian Crisis Prevention, Conflict Resolution 
and Post-Conflict Peace-Building,” civilian crisis prevention “embraces 
political, diplomatic, economic, humanitarian, and military means” 
(Federal Government 2004: 10). 

Not only were military operations articulated as equivalent with civil-
ian confict prevention, but they were constructed as the conditio sine qua 
non of civilian eforts for peace. Civilian confict prevention, it was said, 
required military operations. This argument had been formulated already 
in the early 1990s by members of the CDU/CSU/FDP coalition govern-
ment. For instance, in July 1993, Foreign Minister Kinkel claimed, “Anyone 
who is not capable to commit, if need be—I explicitly say: if need be—, also 
militarily, has already in advance, in diplomatic confict prevention and in 
other ways as well, a diminished infuence” (12/169, 2 July 1993: 14595). 
This very specifc articulation of the relationship between military and 
civilian means of confict prevention was adopted by proponents of com-
prehensive security. For example, in December 1998, Defense Minister 
Scharping claimed that the Bundeswehr had the “capabilities . . . to make 
civilian developments in the interest of freedom from violence and peace-
keeping possible in the frst place” (14/12, 4 December 1998: 735).8 This 
incorporation and rearticulation of previously contrary demands made 

8. For Scharping, this was not a radical shift. Already in July 1994, he had claimed 
that “questions of prevention” would have to be given priority over “necessary, but 
not desirable, military means only [to be deployed] as ultima ratio” (12/240, 22 July 
1994: 21171). 
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the project immediately appealing to both advocates of a less militarily ori-
ented security policy and/or of civilian confict prevention, on one hand, 
and champions of military peace operations, on the other. Arguably, incor-
porating demands for civilian confict prevention makes it more likely that 
Green MPs would support the overall project, while the incorporation of 
military operations—as a means of last resort—improved the chance that 
CDU/CSU and FDP MPs would identify with the project, because it (1) 
entailed the fulfllment of international demands, particularly those by 
Germany’s European and NATO allies for burden sharing, and (2) picked 
up claims for the continued relevance and necessity of military security 
provision—for instance, to exert pressure on “aggressors” to participate in 
diplomatic negotiations. 

Aside from diferent types of policy instruments, comprehensive security 
also articulated an equivalence for a number of diferent actors (subjects) 
and their demands. Through the articulation of equivalence between vari-
ous policy felds and instruments, the diferent actors involved were enlisted 
for the hegemonic project. More precisely, the project articulated as equiva-
lent diferent subject positions with which individual subjects could iden-
tify (or not). The main point here is that seen from the perspective of com-
prehensive security, diferent government ministries and agencies, like the 
Federal Ministry of Defense (BMVg) or the BMZ, were (claimed to be) united 
in their common goal to overcome the lack of peace. So were other national 
governmental actors (e.g., USAID or the French Army), international organi-
zations like NATO or the EU, and nongovernmental organizations active in 
peace and confict or development and so on. 

In combining all instruments of all actors in basically all felds relevant 
in the context of confict resolution, only comprehensive security held the 
promise of being able to overcome the new threats in their entirety. Neither 
military means alone nor purely civilian means could overcome all of the 
new threats. Comprehensive security was the only demand that was con-
trary to the entire antagonistic chain of equivalences, including armed con-
fict and other forms of mass violence, underdevelopment, poverty, environ-
mental problems, mass migration, the sufering of refugees, and authoritarian 
rule. This standing was precisely why comprehensive security could assume 
the representation of the entire chain of equivalent demands (the Self) and, 
by extension, the common good as such. 
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the formation of an antagonistiC frontier 

Through the articulation of equivalence, all of the enlisted demands (e.g., 
environmental protection) also become articulated as contrary to the new 
threats as a whole and (if indirectly) to each moment in the totality of the 
new threats. For instance, by virtue of being equivalent with confict pre-
vention, environmental protection was articulated as (indirectly) contrary 
to armed confict. As a result, the discursive space was split into two oppos-
ing (antagonistic) camps. The antagonistic Other was constructed as what I 
call a “realm of instability” that blocked the world from fully constituting 
itself as the peaceful and stable place it would otherwise be. This is refected 
in, for example, the 1999 claim by former defense minister Rühe that “the 
enemy of today and tomorrow is called instability” and in the argument by 
SPD MP Zumkley that “the danger of today is the instability—for diferent 
reasons—in some countries and regions” (Rühe, Zumkley, 14/35, 22 April 
1999: 2793). 

The realm of instability was characterized by authoritarian rule, human 
rights violations, armed confict, and insecurity. During the German secu-
rity debates of the 1990s, dominated by the consecutive violent events in 
former Yugoslavia and, in particular, the Kosovo confict, the realm of insta-
bility mainly corresponded geographically to Central and Eastern Europe 
and, specifcally, former Yugoslavia. Emerging as a result of this construction 
of a threatening realm of instability, conversely, was an implicit construc-
tion of Western Europe (and “the West” more generally) as a threatened 
“realm of stability,”9 marked by democracy, the respect for human rights, 
peace (understood as the absence of mass violence), and stability. 

This split of the discursive realm was most clearly formulated by Foreign 
Minister Fischer in February 1999, when he argued, 

At this stage, Europe is split in two. When we look at the Balkans, we see the 

Europe of the past, when we look at Brussels, we see the Europe of integra-

tion, the Europe of the future; on one side the Europe of the past, of wars and 

ethnic cleansing, on the other side the Europe of the future, of integration, 

and, thank God, of the disappearance of war as a means of politics, the 

9. The expressions realm of stability and realm of instability are not taken from the 
discourse itself. Given the complexity of the discourse and the diachronic and syn-
chronic variation within it, using the two realms as heuristic devices allows for some 
terminological consistency. 
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Europe of close cooperation, the overcoming and dissolution of borders. We 

will have to develop the Southern Balkans toward the Europe of integration. 

(14/22, 25 February 1999: 1705) 

Echoing arguments—about a “modern” West and a premodern, traditional, 
backward, and threatening non-Western Other—that postcolonial scholars 
have problematized (Chakrabarty 2000; Mignolo 2007; Quijano 2007), 
Fischer articulated a split between a “Europe of the future,” marked by peace 
and the disappearance of hypernationalism, and a “Europe of the past,” stuck 
in a violence believed to be long gone from the Continent. While the “Europe 
of the past” was marked by “wars and ethnic cleansing,” the “Europe of the 
future” represented supranational “integration” (as a departure from past hy-
pernationalist conficts) and the “disappearance of war as a means” of politics. 

Since the threatening outside exported stability, Western Europe, in 
turn, had to respond through stability export. For instance, Rühe argued 
that the aim of German security policy must be to “expand the stability 
achieved in Western Europe to all of Europe” (14/35, 22 April 1999: 2767). 
One can clearly see here how the realm of instability (the “Europe of the 
past,” or non-Western Europe) was not merely threatening but, at the same 
time, functioned as a constitutive outside for the realm of stability (the 
“Europe of the future,” or “Western Europe”). Emerging as a result of this 
exclusion was an image of the Self as a source of stability (see fg. 8 for a styl-
ized overview). 

As a “space of stability” in this articulation (Rühe, 14/35, 22 April 1999: 
2766), Western Europe was not just threatened but also constituted by the 
excluded realm of instability. Only through the exclusion of “crises” and 
“conficts” as purely a matter of the outside, accompanied by the denial of 
any continuity between the inside and the outside, could Western Europe / 
the West constitute itself as a realm of stability. This articulation is, however, 
just an articulation, not a statement of facts, as illustrated by, for instance, a 
closer look at the Gulf War, one of the new conficts. As was also controver-
sially debated in the Bundestag (see, e.g., 11/34, 16 October 1987; 12/2, 14 
January 1991), Iraqi president Saddam Hussein received massive support dur-
ing the Cold War, including arms deliveries by numerous Western govern-
ments that arguably enabled him to start a war with Iran in the 1980s and 
invade Kuwait in 1990 (see Dawisha 1980). Thus, the apparently clear-cut 
antagonistic frontier between a peaceful, stable, and generally benevolent 
inside and a threatening outside does not withstand closer scrutiny. 
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The meaning of the Self-as-realm-of-stability was not precisely tied to 
Western Europe, as the realm of instability was not necessarily limited to 
Central and Eastern Europe. For instance, as Schröder pointed out in 1998, 
problems like ecological destruction were mainly located in “the countries 
of the South” (14/3, 10 November 1998: 63). Equally, the realm of stability 
referred to a complex construct of geographical locations and collective sub-
jects, including at least Western Europe and North America, while simulta-
neously transcending that construct. Decision makers often shifted the sub-
ject on whose behalf they spoke (Germany, “Europe” / the EU, “the West” / 
NATO, the “international community” / UN), often implicitly presuming a 
general equivalence of these diferent subjects and their demands in a united 
quest for world peace. In April 1999, Defense Minister Scharping claimed 
that NATO was a “central anchor of stability” (14/35, 22 April 1999: 2770), 
and Rühe, Sharping’s CDU/CSU predecessor, stated that “NATO and the 
European Union have created a space of stability in Western Europe” (14/35, 
22 April 1999: 2766). Implied in these blurry, ambiguous constructions is 
that “we”—namely, Germany, Europe, and the West—speak on behalf not of 
particular interests but the universal one of the world community as such, 
which has a legitimizing function (Bliesemann de Guevara and Kühn 2011). 

The construction of time is important in this context, as the Other was 
articulated as located in the past, while the Self was frmly rooted in the pres-
ent or even in the future. These articulations, in turn, were closely linked to 
notions of civilization and barbarism. As Foreign Minister Fischer argued in 
a debate about the budget for the Foreign Ofce, 

After all, we have made the experience that everything has been tried so that 

it does not come to the military intervention [in Kosovo], that peacekeeping 

took priority. That had the consequence that 200,000 people had to pay for 

it with their lives, that there were mass rapes of women and concentration 

camps. After all, there was a barbarian displacement policy and, in Bosnia, 

even a policy of extermination against the Muslims. (14/38, 5 May 1999: 3137) 

Through the invocation of concentration camps, Fischer (at least implic-
itly) constructed a relation of equivalence between, on one hand, the Ser-
bian leadership of the 1990s and, on the other, the Nazi regime, thereby pro-
ducing a discursive link between the historical antagonistic Other and the 
Serbian Other. 

Such discursive links to Germany’s / Europe’s own belligerent past were 

Stengel, Frank A. The Politics of Military Force: Antimilitarism, Ideational Change, and Post-Cold War German Security Discourse.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2020, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.10154836.
Downloaded on behalf of Unknown Institution



154 the politiCs of military forCe 

Revised Pages

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

not new at the time but were already present in the articulations of Iraq in 
the debates about Operation Desert Storm. For example, in January 1991, 
Chancellor Kohl chastised the Iraqi government for not only the “brutal 
attack on Kuwait” but also the “barbarian presentation of obviously mis-
treated allied prisoners of war for the media” (12/5, 30 January 1991: 67). 
Similarly, in the context of Bosnia, Kinkel argued, in June 1995, that with the 
Yugoslav wars, “barbarism has literally returned to Europe” (13/48, 30 June 
1995). Also, like Fischer, Schröder claimed, in the context of discussions on 
Allied Force, that NATO could not let “a part of Europe lapse back into 
oppression and barbarity” (14/35, 22 April 1999: 2762). As Diez has argued 
(2004: 326), similar articulations equally played an important role in the 
construction of a (Western) European identity beyond Germany, in which 
Europe became increasingly articulated in opposition to (among others) 
Central and Eastern Europe, which were constructed as the “incarnation” of 
Western Europe’s own past. 

Constructions of a “barbaric” and / or backward Other draw on long-
established discursive patterns that have been present in international poli-
tics at least since the era of colonialism, if not since the Crusades (Chakrab-
arty 2000; Chandra 2013; Grovogui 2010; Muppidi 2012; Salter 2002). As 
Richard Jackson (2005: 50) has argued with respect to the discourse of the US 
“war on terror,” articulations of “barbaric” attacks on the “civilized world” 
draw on a discourse about “the noble struggle to civilise the non-western, 
non-European world,” to “bring modernity to the colonies, to save the 
Somalis and Rwandans from their primitive blood-letting, and to rescue the 
Kosovars, the Afghans and most recently the Iraqis from their savage rulers.” 
Other examples include arguments, in development discourse, that the 
West needs to “help” underdeveloped regions (see Ziai 2006, 2014), as well as 
the recurring statements that some societies are “not ripe for Western 
democracy” (Risse 2010: 23). Such articulations are intuitively plausible not 
least because they resonate with established discourses. One could object 
that colonialism has long since been discredited, particularly its racist 
aspects, and that drawing a line from colonialism via Rwanda to the present 
is far-fetched. In this context, however, it does not matter whether colonial-
ism itself has been dismissed as morally reprehensible.10 What matters is that 

10. Neither does the argument of the short stint of the German Empire in the colo-
nial business provide grounds for dismissal. National discourses do not take place in 
the isolation ward, and argumentative patterns, particularly regarding military inter-
ventions, tend to be highly similar in Germany and other Western countries. 
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the discursive patterns that construct a hierarchy between a developed Self 
and a backward Other, while today usually stripped from obvious colonial 
and racist undertones, have not vanished but continue to play an important 
role. Tying articulations to these discursive practices still endows the former 
with credibility, even if invoking colonialism or openly racist arguments to 
justify interventions would clearly clash with sedimented practices of a lib-
eral democratic and peaceful Western Self. Moreover, such articulations 
have political efects, referring non-Western societies back to the “imaginary 
waiting room of history” (Chakrabarty 2000: 8), marginalizing non-Western 
voices, and contributing to the legitimacy of patronizing policies (similarly, 
Bulley 2010; Crawford 2002: 428). 

In sum, the project of comprehensive security managed to formulate an 
overall vision for German policy on confict prevention, claiming that a 
comprehensive security approach could overcome the obstacles standing in 
the way of world peace. This accomplishment also highlights the project’s 
limited scope. The project of comprehensive security did not seek to imple-
ment a new grand strategy. Its central concern was not German security but 
German responsibility to others. Out-of-area operations were primarily jus-
tifed not on the basis of their contribution to Germany’s own security 
(although vague references to German security are not entirely absent; see, 
e.g., Federal Ministry of Defence 1994) but by external expectations and 
moral arguments, regarding Germany’s international responsibility. Indeed, 
in November 1998, Defense Minister Scharping still stated that “also in the 
future the main task of the Bundeswehr is national defense [Landesverteidi-
gung],” instead of out-of-area operations (14/3, 10 November 1998, 115). 

Before 9/11, the new threats were articulated more as uncertain risks than 
as clear-cut security threats (on the distinction, see Kessler 2010). Consider, 
for instance, the 1996 argument by Green MP Winfried Nachtwei that after 
the end of the Cold War, “instabilities and risks can be observed that  .  .  . 
could afect ‘national interests’ of the Federal Republic and its security” 
(13/135, 7 November 1996: 12149). Noteworthy here is that Nachtwei’s refer-
ence to German security remains vague, claiming that it “could” afect Ger-
many’s interests or security. He fails to specify exactly how this efect might 
materialize. His statement is illustrative of the more general articulation of 
the new threats before 9/11, as something that, if not dealt with, might have 
some negative efect on German interests and/or security. Indeed, references 
to “refugee wave[s],” particularly in the context of the Yugoslav wars (see Kol-
bow, 14/45, 17 June 1999: 3732; Kinkel, 12/101, 22 July 1992: 8610), provide 
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the clearest reference to any potential link between the new threats and Ger-
man security, and even that securitized representation of mass migration 
(see, e.g., Diez and Squire 2008) rests largely on metaphor and remains dis-
tinctly vague when it comes to any precise explanation of potential negative 
efects. As a result of this rather tentative, reluctant, partial securitization, 
the integration of the demand for German security into the chain of equiva-
lences also remained somewhat tentative and partial (even more so than 
normally), limiting the project’s scope. 

ConClusion 

This chapter examined the construction of comprehensive security as a 
hegemonic project striving to reorganize German policy on confict preven-
tion. It highlighted, in particular, the construction of various social demands 
and subjects as equivalent through the exclusion of the new threats as an 
antagonistic Other as well as through the articulation of comprehensive 
security as a universal remedy. The result was the emergence of an antagonis-
tic frontier that split the discursive space between a realm of stability and a 
threatening realm of instability. The analysis here also highlights the impor-
tant role that constructions of an inferior, backward, non-Western Other 
played in the production of comprehensive security, demonstrating the con-
tinued presence of coloniality in contemporary security discourse. Through 
the articulation, specifcally, of military and civilian means as equivalent in 
the larger endeavor to overcome armed confict in particular, advocates of 
comprehensive security managed to incorporate as equivalent demands that 
were previously contrary: namely, demands for a stronger focus on nonmili-
tary instruments, on one hand, and on out-of-area operations, on the other. 

However, the project remained limited in scope to German confict pre-
vention. Comprehensive security was presented not as a blueprint for Ger-
man grand strategy (i.e., security provision) but, more modestly, as a solu-
tion for German confict prevention, justifed mainly by Germany’s 
international responsibility. That presentation changed only after 9/11, 
when terrorism was incorporated into the new threats and, as a result, the 
latter’s articulation as a radical threat, fundamentally questioning the 
essence of the Self’s identity (and physical security), became much more pro-
nounced. That development is the central focus of the next chapter. 
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Chapter 5 

“Forward Defense” as a New Grand Strategy 

The Establishment of the New Security Order 

The previous two chapters examined how German military operations have 
been made possible after the end of the Cold War and how the proponents of 
comprehensive security articulated an overarching vision for German policy 
on confict prevention. Despite its display of all the core “ingredients” of an 
ideal-typical hegemonic project (equivalence, antagonism, and representa-
tion), that vision did not gain hegemonic status. Before it could establish 
itself at the discursive order in the feld of peace/confict prevention policy, 
9/11 happened. 

The present chapter examines the expansion of the project of compre-
hensive security after 9/11, its successful establishment of a new security 
order, and, as a result, the implementation of a new grand strategy that pro-
moted out-of-area operations as a primary means by which German security 
could be guaranteed under radically changed circumstances. The main argu-
ment of this chapter is that the 2001 terrorist attacks did not prove to be a 
major disruption to the German security discourse, contrary to the US secu-
rity discourse, which is commonly separated into pre-9/11 and post-9/11 
periods (see, e.g., the contributions to Booth and Dunne 2002; Halper and 
Clarke 2004; Lefer 2003).1 The German Cold War security order, with its 
emphasis on traditional military threats and its reliance on military means, 

1. Both 9/11 and the “war on terror” have been the subject of a number of critical 
studies (e.g., D. Campbell 2001b; Croft 2006; Edkins 2002; Holland 2009; R. Jackson 
2005). Contrary to the bulk of the literature, Nabers (2015) contests the extent to 
which 9/11 was transformative. 
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would not have been able to domesticate the 2001 terrorist attacks either, 
but in 2001, the Cold War order had already been disrupted and had existed 
in a state of serious disrepair for years. At that point, no overarching alterna-
tive had yet been articulated, mainly because discursive struggles of the 
1990s concentrated on the more pressing and controversial issue of out-of-
area operations. When 9/11 happened, a suitable interpretive framework was 
readily available, in the German discourse on comprehensive security (con-
trary to the largely realist US discourse), not only to make sense of the terror-
ist attacks but to provide a ready-made strategic blueprint for how to deal 
with such threats. The solution was a comprehensive security policy—a 
solution that, although primarily articulated in the context of confict pre-
vention, could easily be adapted to any of the allegedly new, globalized secu-
rity threats. As a consequence, comprehensive security, or networked secu-
rity, quickly became established as the dominant framework for post–Cold 
War German security policy as a whole, providing a grand strategy for the era 
of asymmetric threats. 

This chapter traces that development. Since the (pre-9/11) project of 
comprehensive security and the (post-9/11) project of networked security 
overlap to a signifcant extent, I limit my discussion here largely to modifca-
tions of the project, primarily to avoid unnecessary repetition. My general 
claim is that the project of comprehensive security remained largely intact 
and was expanded, including a broader equivalential chain that, most nota-
bly, now frmly incorporated the demand for security as well,2 a radicalized 
articulation of the antagonistic Other, and the construction of the new 
threats as direct physical security threats instead of uncertain risks. At this 
point, I will use the term networked security, instead of comprehensive secu-
rity, for heuristic purposes, to make clear that I am talking about the signif-
cantly broadened, post–9/11 version of the original project of comprehen-
sive security. 

This chapter is separated into fve main sections. The frst examines how 
terrorism has been articulated in the post–9/11 German security discourse, 
focusing particularly on terrorism’s integration into the larger totality of the 
new threats and, as a result, the latter’s securitization. The second section 
discusses representation, arguing that within the project of networked secu-

2. In the following discussion, I use the term security (Sicherheit) to refer to the 
(demand for) the absence of threats to basic values, while the term networked security 
(vernetzte Sicherheit) refers to the approach or policy of combining military and non-
military instruments of German foreign policy. 
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rity (and comprehensive security before it), both the Self and the radical 
Other became symbolized not by a single signifer but by a set of largely 
interchangeable signifers referring to (roughly) the same demand, or what I 
call a “blurred empty signifer.” The third section addresses the (highly 
ambiguous) articulation of the military as an instrument of German security 
policy. In the fourth section, I focus more specifcally on the politics of net-
worked security, that is, on the many ways in which aspects of the hege-
monic project were and remain contested. The chapter’s ffth section, an 
overview of the many ways the project has become sedimented, provides 
support for my thesis that networked security has become established as 
Germany’s new grand strategy. 

making sense of terrorism 

Two aspects of the articulation of international terrorism after 9/113 are of 
particular importance to this study. The frst is that terrorism was articulated 
in a much more radical fashion than the pre-9/11 new threats. In contrast to 
the latter, it was articulated not as an ambiguous risk but as a direct physical 
security threat to Germany, the West, and the world as such; that is, terror-
ism was securitized. With the terrorist attacks of 9/11, international terror-
ism emerged as the most important and direct security threat.4 

To begin with, terrorism was articulated as a physical threat not just to 
the US but also to German, European, and international security. Shortly 
after 9/11, members of the SPD/Green government, including Chancellor 
Schröder, pointed out that 9/11 was “not only an attack on the United States 

3. In the following discussion, I use the term international terrorism, in line with 
usage in German parliamentary discourse, although, technically, transnational ter-
rorism is a more precise term, given that it is private (i.e., nonstate) in nature and a 
cross-border phenomenon rather than one that, technically, is a matter of interstate 
relations (Baumann and Stengel 2014). For a systematic discussion of diferent actors 
in IR, see Genschel and Zangl 2008, 2011. On transnational terrorism and, in particu-
lar, al-Qaeda, see Hofman 2015; Laqueur and Wall 2018. 
4. In the years before 9/11, terrorism had only been mentioned sporadically in the 

German security discourse (e.g., Gehrcke, 14/124, 12 October 2000: 11890). I am not 
saying that terrorism had not played a role in Germany before 9/11, as anyone familiar 
with the Rote Armee Fraktion (RAF) knows. However, by the early 1990s, the RAF had 
all but ceased to exist, and even during its existence, it was primarily a case of domestic 
terrorism, that is, a law enforcement problem (on the RAF, see Moghadam 2012; 
Pfieger 2011; Pluchinsky 1993). Only with 9/11 did terrorism emerge as a problem of 
German external security. 
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of America” but “a declaration of war against the entire civilized world,” 
including Germany (14/187, 19 September 2001: 18301). That terrorism was 
articulated as a direct, physical threat to German security is even more clearly 
visible in other statements. For instance, in regard to a German contribution 
to the unfolding “war on terror, Schröder argued, “In the decisions that we 
will have to make, we are guided solely by one goal: to secure the future via-
bility of our country in the midst of a free world; for that is what it is about” 
(14/187, 19 September 2001: 18302). Similarly, Peter Struck, the chairman of 
the SPD parliamentary group, pointed out, 

If we agree in the observation that the attacks were directed at the whole civi-

lized world, then, of course, they have been directed also at us. . . . No one should 

fall into the error [that] the terrorism could roll by Germany and Europe if we were 

to keep out of the fght against terrorism now for putative self-interest. 

(14/187, 19 September 2001: 18307, italics added) 

Both of the preceding statements demonstrate that terrorism was articu-
lated as a threat to Germany’s existence, to its continued “viability . . . in the 
midst of a free world,” instead of just, say, to its identity, which would be 
more of an ontological threat. Moreover, the construction of terrorism as a 
security threat was directly linked to demands (at the time still unspecifed) 
for Germany to become actively involved in the fght against terrorism. 
Thus, cabinet members claimed that any hope that Germany would remain 
exempt from terrorist attacks if the country assumed a neutral position was 
illusory, precisely because terrorism was directed at Germany too. This claim 
was most clearly expressed by Foreign Minister Fischer on 26 September 
2001, when he stated that committing troops to Operation Enduring Free-
dom was not simply about “abstract alliance solidarity,” because Germany 
would also be “directly confronted” with terrorism “sooner or later” (14/189: 
18394). Again drawing on gendered language linking failure to react with 
strength to passivity and cowardice (Athanassiou 2012; Auchter 2012; Chris-
tensen and Ferree 2008; Hooper 2001: 44), Fischer claimed that if the Ger-
mans were to “duck away,” this would only “inspire” the terrorists (14/189, 
26 September 2001: 18395). In that sense, the articulation of terrorism dif-
fered signifcantly from that of the new threats before 9/11, which were artic-
ulated as uncertain, ambiguous risks rather than direct physical threats to 
Germany’s security. 

The second aspect of particular importance to this study is that terrorism 
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was articulated as a radical Other in the Laclauian sense (i.e., as an ontologi-
cal threat to the Self’s identity), again in a much more aggravated fashion 
than the pre-9/11 new threats. As noted in chapter 1, while social antagonism 
and securitization are often closely intertwined, they should not be under-
stood as identical (Rumelili 2015: 57–58), especially in the context of a hege-
mony analysis, which seeks to explain discursive change. Securitization is 
crucial for the legitimation of violent policies (Buzan, et al. 1998) and can 
add to an impression of urgency, but for the formation of a unifed subject 
out of disparate social groups and individuals, the construction of an Other 
as a common obstacle to the realization of demands (including a fully con-
stituted identity) is much more crucial. Securitization merely identifes that 
which blocks the demand for security, while antagonism constructs a radical 
Other that blocks all demands articulated as equivalent. 

That situation illustrates how securitization and identity formation are 
linked from a discourse theoretical point of view (see Stengel 2019b). As the 
contingent result of hegemony, securitization always involves the (re)pro-
duction of a referent object, a threatened Self. In that way, identity forma-
tion is unavoidably included in securitizing processes. However, contrary to 
what IR poststructuralism sometimes seems to suggest (e.g., Campbell 1998), 
identity formation does not necessarily involve securitization. It does neces-
sarily involve antagonism (i.e., the construction of a radical Other as a com-
mon obstacle to the realization of “our” demands), but the radical Other 
does not have to be constructed as a physical threat. This diferentiation is of 
crucial importance in the discussion of the identity-security nexus. 

In the case of terrorism, securitization and antagonism coincide. Terror-
ism was constructed as not just a threat to the world’s physical security but a 
fundamental challenge to the very essence of the so-called “civilized world.” 
In the days after the attacks, Chancellor Schröder claimed that “this kind of 
violence,” which he specifed as “the random extinction of innocent human 
lives,” was a challenge to “the basic rules of our civilization,” threatening not 
just “the principles of human coexistence in freedom and security” but “all 
that which has been built over generations” (14/186, 12 September 2001: 
18293). The “faceless and also ahistorical barbaric terrorism,” Schröder 
claimed, was opposed to the world’s values. 

At the dawn of this century, Germany stands on the right side—one is almost 

tempted to say: fnally–, on the side of inalienable rights of all people. These 

human rights are the great achievement and the inheritance of European 
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Enlightenment. These values of human dignity, of liberal democracy, and of 

tolerance are our great strength in the fght against terrorism. They are what 

binds our community of peoples and states, and they are what the terrorists want to 

destroy. These values, ladies and gentlemen, are our identity, and that is why we 

will defend them, with vigor, with decisiveness, but also with prudence. (Schröder, 

14/187, 19 September 2001: 18304–5, italics added) 

Two aspects of Schröder’s statement are especially relevant here. First, he 
literally stated that terrorism was fundamentally opposed to the Self’s very 
identity. Rather than merely seeking to kill people and destroy things, the 
terrorists were opposed to the very principles of human coexistence, the core 
(Enlightenment) values of the civilized world. Second, the radicality of this 
opposition to the Self’s identity is much more pronounced in Schröder’s 
statement on terrorism than in the case of the pre-9/11 new threats. Clearly, 
the pre-9/11 discourse split the world into two opposing camps, one civilized 
and the other barbaric (see chapters 3 and 4), but in contrast to tyranny, the 
terrorist Other is articulated not merely as blocking peace but, being 
“directed at all which holds our world together at heart,” as nothing less 
than hell-bent on undoing civilization as such. Clearly, terrorism threatened 
not just people’s physical well-being and their property but the Self’s very 
essence.5 Consequently, the “fght against terrorism” was, at heart, a “defense 
of our open society . . . , a defense of our liberality and also our way [of] living 
in an open society” (Schröder, 14/187, 19 September 2001: 18304). 

Here, again, one can see the ideological character of antagonism. In the 
quote excerpted above, Schröder constructed a very specifc representation 
of reality. First, the world that emerges as a result of the exclusion of the ter-
rorist Other is very specifc, unifed behind the “inheritance of European 
Enlightenment.” Thus, we have here an essentially Eurocentric, or Western-
centric, construction, in which the West’s values are universalized and pro-
claimed to be the world’s values (Blaney and Inayatullah 2018; Hobson 2012; 
Matin 2012). Second, Schröder splits the discursive realm into two opposed 
camps. Although he does not state it in terms as blunt as those used by US 
president George W. Bush (see Nabers 2015), Schröder constructs a binary 
choice between either being part of the civilized world or being with the ter-
rorists. Any heterogeneous elements (e.g., groups who neither side with the 

5. In contrast, as Herschinger (2012: 82–84) has shown, the UN discourse also 
included more ambiguous and heterogeneous articulations, linking terrorism to lib-
eration movements, for instance. 
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terrorists nor share Eurocentric Enlightenment values) are denied. Third, by 
constructing the world as split between a peaceful, liberal democratic “civi-
lized world” and a “barbaric,” “inhuman” terrorism threatening it with vio-
lence from the outside (Fischer, 14/189, 26 September 2001: 18395), a mythi-
cal, benign image of the Self is constructed, in which negative developments 
like violence, a lack of democracy, or human rights abuses are articulated as 
frmly located on the outside. What emerges is the image (articulation) of a 
peaceful and democratic world that has been attacked for no reason. As 
Zehfuss has aptly put it, in such articulations, “war arrives from what is 
imagined as the outside” (2018: 4). As noted in chapter 1, this highly selec-
tive reading of the situation denies the multiple ways in which Western pol-
icy itself is implicated in the reproduction of violence, inequality, and injus-
tice. It also locates responsibility for violence squarely with the Other. As 
Schröder claimed in October 2001, “We—that applies to us all—did not want 
this confict. It has been forced upon us by barbarian attacks in the United 
States” (14/192, 11 October 2001: 18680). 

Although a detailed discussion is beyond the scope of this chapter, it is 
important to note that this articulation of terrorism as a radical Other was 
not limited to Schröder or to members of his government but extended 
across party lines as well as time. For instance, during the debate on 19 Sep-
tember 2001, then CDU chairwoman Angela Merkel stated, “We will have to 
draw the lines anew. . . . They will be drawn between democracy and dicta-
torship, between respect for human rights and disregard for them, between 
freedom and oppression” (14/187: 18326).6 Equally, this articulation was not 

6. Further examples abound. Friedrich Merz, chairman of the CDU/CSU parlia-
mentary group, argued that the attacks were attacks “on the civilization, on the free-
dom and the openness of our societies” (14/186, 12 September 2001: 18294). Conse-
quently, the terrorists were “enemies of the open society” who “challenge the basic 
values of democratic and liberal societies,” which was why “freedom has to be 
defended anew now” (Merz, 14/187, 19 September 2001: 18305, 18306). Defense 
Minister Scharping (SPD) called 9/11 an “attack on our values” (14/187, 19 Septem-
ber 2001: 18327); his predecessor, Rühe (CDU/CSU), labeled it an “attack on us all” 
(14/189, 26 September 2001: 18396); deputy chairman of the CDU/CSU parliamen-
tary group Michael Glos called it an “attack on our way of life” and called on Germany 
to “defend civilization and democracy” (14/187, 19 September 2001: 18318, 18319). 
Quite similarly, the chairmen of the Green and the FDP parliamentary groups—Rezzo 
Schlauch and Wolfgang Gerhard, respectively—interpreted 9/11 as an attack “on our 
civilization” (Gerhard, 14/186, 12 September 2001: 18295) or “the open society in 
general” (Schlauch, 14/186, 12 September 2001: 18296). Equally, the chairman of 
the PDS parliamentary group, Roland Claus, articulated it as an “attack on the civilian 
society, on culture and humanity” (14/186, 12 September 2001: 18296). 
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limited to the immediate aftermath of 9/11 but extended in time. For exam-
ple, in a debate about the Kunduz air strikes in September 2009, the CDU/ 
CSU parliamentary group’s speaker for foreign afairs, Eckart von Klaeden, 
claimed, “These terrorists hate us not for what we do but for what we are. 
That is why we may not give in here” (16/233, 8 September 2009: 16308). 

Although the construction of the terrorist Other seems to be a textbook 
case of social antagonism, it would be misleading to argue that terrorism 
functioned as a radical other for the overall security discourse, because that 
would confate diferent levels of discourse. Instead, I argue that the state-
ments quoted above are part of an emerging counterterrorism discourse 
within the wider security discourse. They refer mainly to terrorism as a dis-
tinct phenomenon, paving the way primarily for German participation in 
the “war on terror.” It would be misleading to see these statements as an indi-
cator for the articulation of antagonism at the level of the overall security 
discourse, because they are much more limited in scope. This limitation 
becomes immediately transparent if one takes a closer look at what is or is 
not justifed with a reference to the terrorist threat. Although individual 
operations, most notably Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan 
(OEF-A), were legitimized with the terrorist threat, one is hard-pressed to 
fnd arguments referencing terrorism alone to justify the continued mainte-
nance of the Bundeswehr or force transformation. Thus, terrorism did not 
provide an overall rationality for German security and defense policy as 
such, like the Soviet Union did during the Cold War. Much more relevant for 
this particular study is how terrorism was integrated into the wider security 
discourse, which is focused not just on one (if, admittedly, the most impor-
tant) threat but on the security situation as a whole, on the basis of which 
grand strategy was formulated. This brings us to the second important aspect 
of the articulation of terrorism: its integration into the new threats. 

Crucially, terrorism was articulated not as an isolated phenomenon but 
as an integral part of the new threats. Because of the availability of compre-
hensive security as an interpretive framework, 9/11 could immediately be 
made sense of as an example of exactly the kind of new threats already spo-
ken about by proponents of comprehensive security. Thus, while stressing 
the magnitude of the attacks, German policy makers pointed out that the 
phenomenon of international terrorism as such was neither entirely new 
nor encountered out of the blue. This was clearly put by Defense Minister 
Scharping on 19 September 2001. 
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In light of this threat, which is not new but whose quality, extent, and efective-

ness have now become horribly visible, what NATO’s heads of state and govern-

ment have already formulated in [NATO’s] 1999 [Strategic Concept] will 

maybe be more understandable, namely, that crisis prevention, comprehensive 

security policy, and, included in it, the fght against international terror are com-

mon tasks. (Scharping, 14/187, 19 September 2001: 18324, italics added) 

As that statement from Scharping most aptly illustrates, not only was ter-
rorism not a radically new threat (see also Beer, 14/204, 28 November 2001: 
20129), but it only demonstrated what advocates of comprehensive security 
had known all along: namely, that comprehensive security, including coun-
terterrorism, was the appropriate response to today’s security environment. 
This view was shared by the CDU/CSU as well. Even more to the point, Fried-
rich Merz, chairman of the CDU/CSU parliamentary group, claimed that 
9/11 was “the frst test case for the new NATO which, already with the strate-
gic concept of 1999, has adjusted to the changed security situation” (14/187, 
19 September 2001: 18305), and CDU chairwoman Merkel pointed out that 
“the threats of the 21st century” had “on 11 September, at the latest, gained a 
clear face. . . . No one can say anymore that he has not seen it. All warnings 
about such dangers have been outmatched by reality” (14/187, 19 September 
2001: 18326, italics added).7 As these statements illustrate, German decision 
makers claimed that terrorism was not new but merely a confrmation of the 
existence of what Merkel called the “threats of the 21st century.” Moreover, 
while early statements refer to the terrorist attacks as a declaration of war, 
the overall interpretation of 9/11 as acts of war that need to be responded to 
in kind—prevalent in the US (R. Jackson 2005: 38–40)—did not take hold in 
Germany, where counterterrorism was explicitly articulated as a case for a 
comprehensive, or networked, approach. 

Because 9/11 could be rendered intelligible within the discourse of com-
prehensive/networked security, the latter was not disrupted but, instead, sig-

7. Compare, however, the interpretation of the situation by former defense minis-
ter Volker Rühe on 26 September 2001: “The series of barbaric terror attacks in the US 
confronts us with a fundamentally new situation. We all agree on that. What hitherto 
has, under the heading ‘asymmetric threat,’ been abstract theory has become grue-
some reality these [past few] days” (14/189: 18396). Here, Rühe points out that the 
situation is “fundamentally new.” At the same time, however, he already ofers a 
framework within which to interpret the events, that of asymmetric threats, which, 
Rühe himself points out, have been around as “abstract theory” prior to 9/11. 
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nifcantly broadened, incorporating terrorism as an integral part of the new 
threats. Thus, political actors constructed causal links between new phe-
nomena like terrorism and piracy and the previous elements of the new 
threats. They argued that comprehensive security was also the right answer 
to terrorism because the latter, similar to armed confict or other “crises” (to 
use the term most prominent in the German discourse), was closely linked 
to contributing factors or root causes—indeed, the very same causes in 
which the “crises” of the 1990s were rooted. This articulation of terrorism 
and other phenomena as equivalent began with references to the Taliban as 
an example of authoritarian rule. Already one day after the terrorist attacks, 
Schröder stated that “anyone who helps terrorists or protects them ofends 
all fundamental values of the coexistence of the peoples” (14/186, 12 Septem-
ber 2001: 18294), and when Afghanistan began to materialize as the frst tar-
get in the “war on terror,” articulations increasingly focused on the Taliban 
(e.g., Struck, 14/210, 22 December 2001: 20832). 

More generally, from the beginning, terrorism was discussed in conjunc-
tion with what decision makers referred to as terrorism’s “breeding grounds” 
(Nährboden) (Schröder, 14/186, 12 September 2001: 18294). Building on the 
discursive connections already established between armed confict, various 
forms of extremism, and other “causes,” political actors quickly made con-
nections between terrorism and various contributing factors, already famil-
iar from prior articulations of the “causes” of crises (see chapter 4). Discourse 
participants articulated a relation of equivalence between terrorism and 
“the causes and breeding grounds of terror: conficts, poverty, ignorance and 
disease” (Zapf, 14/189, 26 September 2001: 18399). To overcome terrorism, 
they argued, armed confict, poverty, a lack of education, and disease needed 
to be addressed as well. Here, again, one can see how the construction of 
equivalence and antagonism are joined at the hip. 

As was the case during the 1990s, diferent discourse participants articu-
lated diferent but partially overlapping sets of new threats, producing a 
broad antagonistic chain of equivalences on the level of the overall discourse 
(see also Schlichte 2008). Struck, chairman of the SPD parliamentary group, 
identifed “poverty, social misery, and hurt pride” as part of terrorism’s “soci-
etal sounding board” (i.e., its breeding grounds) (14/187, 19 September 2001: 
18308), SPD MP Detlef Dzembritzki pointed to “poverty, environmental 
destruction, hunger, and violence” as the causes of “refugee movements and 
migration” and “international terror” (14/189, 26 September 2001: 18423), 
and Barbara Hendricks (SPD), parliamentary state secretary in the Ministry 
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of Finance, claimed that “poverty and a lack of participation often are the 
breeding grounds for fanaticism and [they] characterize nondemocratic 
regimes” (14/199, 9 November 2001: 19531). Equally, organized crime (in par-
ticular, money laundering) and fnancial deregulation were said to contrib-
ute to terrorism (Schröder, 14/187, 19 September 2001: 18303; 14/192, 11 Octo-
ber 2001: 18682), and, in November 2006, the CDU/CSU parliamentary 
group’s speaker for foreign afairs, Eckart von Klaeden (16/64, 10 November 
2006: 6319) claimed that “the question of the proliferation of weapons of 
mass destruction” could not be “separated from Islamist extremism, from 
failing states anymore,” linking both WMD proliferation and state failure to 
terrorism.8 

In November 2003, Andreas Schockenhof, the CDU/CSU parliamentary 
group’s deputy speaker for foreign afairs, argued, with respect to Congo and 
other “failed” or “failing” states, 

States in decay or on the verge of decay in Africa and elsewhere become ideal suppli-

ers for organized crime and international terrorism. Consequently, it is a big task 

of development policy to disarm these time bombs for the long term and to 

prevent the emergence of even more terrorism and crime. (15/73, 7 November 

2003: 6297, italics added)9 

Failing or failed states that could no longer exert control over their territories 
were considered potential safe harbors for terrorists and criminals. This ar-
ticulation was reproduced over time, with German decision makers continu-
ously arguing that state failure in Afghanistan had made 9/11 possible (e.g., 
Merkel, 16/214, 26 March 2009: 23122). As a consequence of the threat posed 
by state failure, networked security had to involve state- and nation-
building.10 

8. I here understand state failure broadly, as states’ loss of their ability to exert con-
trol over their territory (see Rotberg 2002). In the literature, this loss is also called 
“state collapse,” “state decay,” “fragile statehood,” or “limited statehood” (see Doorn-
bos 2002; Krasner and Risse 2014; Risse 2005; Schlichte 1998; Schneckener 2007). 
The descriptor “state failure” is not neutral  but rests on a Eurocentric understanding 
of the state that has political consequences (Figueroa Helland and Borg 2014). It is 
also questionable to what extent the state in its current OECD form ever was a domi-
nant feature of world politics (Schlichte and Wilke 2000). 
9. On a diferent occasion, in the debate about EUFOR RD Congo on 19 May 2006, 

Schockenhof argued that “also the Congo exports organized crime and streams of 
refugees to Europe” (16/36: 3106). 
10. While state-building aims at the sustainable “strengthening [of] state structures 
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Illustrative here is a statement from April 2005 by Hans Martin Bury 
(SPD), minister of state in the chancellery. 

In the periphery of Europe and in farther-of regions, the increasing decay of 

state structures leads to armed groups and nonstate actors gaining ever more 

infuence. The consequences are terrorism, organized crime, corruption, as 

well as human and drug trafcking. 

In our globalized world, these are not regionally limited phenomena any-

more; in many ways, they also endanger the security of the international 

community. (Bury, 15/172, 21 April 2005: 16084) 

In addition to the articulation of equivalence between state failure, armed 
confict, terrorism, organized crime, corruption, human trafcking, and 
drug trade, particularly remarkable here is the geographical expansion en-
tailed in the shift from comprehensive to networked security. While policy-
makers during the late 1990s stressed the importance of developments “on 
our doorstep” (Schröder, 14/3, 10 November 1998: 63), Bury claimed that 
even developments in “farther-of regions” cannot be ignored anymore. As a 
consequence, networked security required an interventionist, preventive 
strategy with a scope that, in principle, considered the whole world. Seen 
here is how the discourse draws on the globalization discourse for credibility, 
which stresses increasing “societal denationalization,” including the growth 
of denationalized/globalized policy problems that afect societies across 
great distances but, at the same time, remain beyond the problem-solving 
capacity of individual states (Zürn 2013: 403; critical, Coward 2018).11 

The result of the overall articulation is an emerging antagonistic chain of 
equivalences that poses a common obstacle to the realization of a terrorism-
free, perfectly secure world: 

. . . ≙ terrorism ≙ armed confict ≙ poverty ≙ ignorance ≙ fanaticism ≙ 
tyranny ≙ lack of participation ≙ hurt pride ≙ social misery ≙ 
environmental destruction ≙ refugee movements ≙ migration ≙ disease 
≙ organized crime ≙ human trafcking ≙ drug trade ≙ corruption ≙ 
uncontrolled fnancial fows ≙ WMD proliferation ≙ state failure ≙ . . . 

and institutions,” nation-building focuses on the overall “development of the entire 
society,” including the promotion of a national identity (Schneckener 2007: 10). 
11. See also, e.g., Castells 2011; Genschel and Zangl 2013; Leibfried et al. 2015. 
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As a consequence of this broad construction of the new threats (of factors 
responsible for the continued lack of peace and security), a wide chain of 
equivalent demands also emerged on the fip side of the antagonistic fron-
tier. Like in the 1990s, confict prevention, poverty reduction, democratiza-
tion, and so on were articulated as equivalent. New demands like counterter-
rorism, the fght against organized crime, preventing WMD proliferation, 
the fght against diseases, corruption, human trafcking, and so on were 
equally incorporated into the chain, signifcantly increasing its breadth and 
breaching super-diferential boundaries that separated previously distinct 
discourses (e.g., the health discourse or discourses on fnancial regulation) 
from the security discourse.12 

In this context, it is important to note the important role that terrorism 
plays in the construction of the overall discourse, which functions as an 
anchor point in the discourse. Through the articulation of terrorism as an 
integral part of the new threats, the latter were rearticulated as (contributing 
to) physical security threats; that is, by virtue of their tight connection to 
terrorism, the new threats as a whole were much more closely linked to (in) 
security than they had been before. As noted in chapter 4, in the 1990s, secu-
rity was only indirectly and tentatively linked to the project of comprehen-
sive security. After 9/11, terrorism symbolized a clear lack of security, which, 
in turn, made it possible to incorporate the demand for security into the 
overall project. In that sense, (counter)terrorism assumes the role of a privi-
leged signifer, making possible the incorporation of the demand for security 
in the project of networked security. At the same time, it does not assume the 
role of an empty signifer. This situation illustrates that the structure of hege-
monic projects is much more complicated in terms of stratifcation than 
empirical studies often seem to suggest, displaying a hierarchy including the 
empty signifer among a much wider range of more or less important 
moments in the discourse. 

At the same time, the incorporation of security meant the redefnition of 
national defense, rearticulating interventions as a defense measure. This 
rearticulation was most clearly put by Defense Minister Scharping in Sep-
tember 2001, when he argued that “national defense under the changed 
security political circumstances means the acquisition or the development 
of capabilities that can also be applied in crisis prevention as well as in crisis 
reaction” (14/189, 26 September 2001: 18408). Scharping’s statement dem-

12. On the securitization of health, see Hanrieder and Kreuder-Sonnen 2014. 
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onstrates that while defense remained the main task for the Bundeswehr, 
what defense meant in practice changed signifcantly, from conventional 
deterrence to crisis prevention and reaction. This shift is equally visible in 
statements by Scharping’s successors Peter Struck (SPD) and Franz Josef Jung 
(CDU/CSU). For instance, Defense Minister Struck claimed, in a debate about 
the “new Bundeswehr” (as he called it), 

The protection of Germany remains a core task of the Bundeswehr. It even 

has gained a new, more comprehensive meaning; for in addition to national 

defense in the traditional sense, [which has] become less likely, the protec-

tion of our population and vital infrastructure from terrorist and asymmetri-

cal threats has to be ensured. (15/97, 11 March 2004: 8601; see also Jung, 

16/60, 26 October 2006: 5784) 

This incorporation of security is crucial, for in the context of security dis-
courses, “security” is not just a demand like any other. Instead, “security” 
refers to the “specifc universal” (Nonhof 2017a: 91, 2019: 76) of the security 
discourse. Security (a general absence of threats) is what the security dis-
course is all about.13 Consequently, being able to incorporate the demand for 
security into the chain of equivalence makes it possible for a specifc project 
to compete for the position of security order, to attempt, at least, to achieve 
hegemony in the overall security discourse. Put simply, only because of ter-
rorism could the project of networked security hegemonize the security 
discourse. 

Beyond the demand for security, the project of networked security incor-
porated a number of demands that had not been part of the project of com-
prehensive security, including immigration control, energy security and 
cybersecurity, international trade, economic policy, and so on.14 Some of 

13. That the name of the discourse and the specifc universal (the common good in 
the context of a specifc discourse) share a signifer—somewhat confusing in this 
case—is coincidental and does not have to be so. For instance, in the social policy dis-
course, the specifc universal would be welfare or prosperity or something similar. This 
does not have to be a single signifer; indeed, since the universal is unattainable, it is 
not really directly representable in discourse. Since fullness cannot ever be reached 
(no meaning can ever be fully fxed), the specifc universal is an empty place rather 
than a clearly identifable “thing.” As the specifc universal here, “security” refers to a 
complete absence of any threats to virtually any value—a state that realistically can 
never be achieved. 
14. For instance, on 29 October 2002, Schröder connected counterterrorism to 

economic demands, arguing that the “dangers of international terrorism” and the 
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these demands—for example, those for secure energy supplies, cybersecu-
rity, or free trade—link to previously unconnected discourses beyond the 
security discourse, which signifcantly strengthens the project’s chance of 
success. Moreover, these more specifc demands are linked to very broad 
demands like justice, tying in with more general discourses about basic val-
ues beyond even foreign policy. As Fischer pointed out on 26 September 
2001, fnding a lasting solution to terrorism required the creation of “an 
[international] order . . . that is based on human rights, democracy, justice, 
and sustainability and that strives to induce a balance of interests in the hot 
conficts of this world” (14/189: 18395).15 The overall goal was nothing less 
than “to integrate, if possible, all countries into a global system of security 
and prosperity” (Schröder, 14/187, 19 September 2001: 18302). Thus, inher-
ently linked to the construction of the new threats is a much broader vision 
(an imaginary) of a perfectly secure, peaceful, free, just, and united world 
society, to be realized only if the new threats could be overcome. Because 
only networked security could vanquish the new threats, it also, symboli-
cally at least, represented a fully constituted, perfect, peaceful, and secure 
world community. 

In addition to articulating a number of demands as equivalent, the proj-
ect of networked security attempted to construct a unifed collective 
subject—namely, a (unifed) world. When comprehensive security was for-
mulated as a strategy for German confict prevention policy, the need to 
coordinate the activities of diferent state and nonstate actors was deemed a 
crucial element. Foreign policy is usually aimed at infuencing developments 
outside a state’s own territory (Carlsnaes 2002; Cohen and Harris 1975; Hill 
2016), so even the most powerful actors usually have less than complete con-
trol over outcomes (on foreign policy implementation, see Brighi and Hill 
2008).16 Moreover, foreign policy unavoidably entails the presence of “rival” 
actors, whose activities do not necessarily have to be compatible with states’ 
foreign policy goals (Baumann and Stengel 2014; Chong 2002; Stengel and 
Baumann 2018). Advocates of networked security (and comprehensive secu-
rity before that) expected that a “modern” security policy necessarily had to 

“dangers of regional conficts . . . threaten our domestic security but also our economic 
prosperity” (15/4: 51). 
15. See also Schröder, 15/4, 29 October 2002: 58; Scharping, 14/189, 26 Septem-

ber 2001: 18408. 
16. I am leaving aside the question of to what extent states, even in the OECD, can 

control what goes on inside their territories (see, e.g., Genschel and Zangl 2017; Leib-
fried et al. 2015). 
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be a coordinated endeavor, involving diferent state and nonstate actors. As 
Defense Minister Scharping concisely put it in the context of counterterror-
ism, “The communality of the response [to terrorism] has as much to do 
with its comprehensive character as the comprehensive character [has to do] 
with the communal response” (14/189, 26 September 2001: 18408). 

Beyond these rather practical questions, the project of networked secu-
rity also articulated a number of subjects as equivalent, either presuming or 
declaring equivalence for their demands (i.e., their interests). Most basically, 
the project claimed such equivalence for the interests of Germany, Europe, 
North America, and even the entire (civilized) world. This understanding is 
clearly visible in the numerous quotes above that construct the new threats, 
particularly terrorism, as a security threat not just to the US but to the “civi-
lized” world and the international community as such. It is presumed that 
the world is united in a common interest to combat terrorism. For instance, 
on 12 September 2001, Chancellor Schröder stated, 

In reality—this becomes increasingly clear—we already are one world. That is why 

the attacks in New York, the place of business of the United Nations, and in 

Washington are directed against us all. Yesterday’s terrorist attack has shown us 

quite plainly: In our world, security cannot be separated. It can only be achieved 

when we stand even closer together for our values and work together in their imple-

mentation. (14/186: 18293–94, italics added)17 

The project of networked security proclaimed that the security of West-
ern states and their populations were equivalent also with the security and 
well-being of people living in those regions in which the new threats (alleg-
edly) originated, that is, the populations to be subjected to intervention. 
Thus, national (German, US, etc.), international, and human security were 
claimed to go hand in hand. According to the project, only humanity as a 
whole or no one could be fully safe. Thus, the antagonistic frontier was 
clearly located between the world (and humanity as basically undivided), on 
one hand, and terrorists, criminals, pirates, dictators, and other shady fg-
ures, on the other. This understanding manifests itself as well in the more 

17. The discourse is ripe with statements that proclaim the convergence of interests 
between Germany, its allies, and various international organizations, like, for exam-
ple, the 2011 claim by Defense Minister Thomas de Maizière that “also alliance inter-
ests are most times at the same time our national security interests” (17/112, 27 May 
2011: 12816). 

Stengel, Frank A. The Politics of Military Force: Antimilitarism, Ideational Change, and Post-Cold War German Security Discourse.
E-book, Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2020, https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.10154836.
Downloaded on behalf of Unknown Institution



“Forward Defense” as a New Grand Strategy 173 

Revised Pages

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

specifc debates about individual military operations, which were articu-
lated as actually being in the interests of the very civilian population they 
often endangered.18 Even those military operations conducted mainly for 
the sake of German/Western security (those not primarily motivated by 
“humanitarian” concerns) were argued to be in the interests of the local 
population. 

Among many examples is a statement about OEF-A that Chancellor 
Schröder made in November 2001. 

Anyone who has seen the television images of the celebrating people in Kabul 

after the withdrawal of the Taliban—above all, I think of the images of women 

who can fnally meet freely in the streets again—, 

(Applause by the SPD, the Green Party and the FDP as well as representa-

tives of the CDU/CSU and the PDS) 

should not have difculties evaluating the result of the military strikes [as 

being] in the interest of the people there. (Schröder, 14/202, 16 November 

2001: 19856) 

While primarily justifed with Germany’s own security interests, OEF-A was 
also said to help the Afghan people, by which claim the latter were incorpo-
rated into the chain of equivalences. This argument was repeated in time 
and across party lines. For example, in the frst debate focused on the 2009 
Kunduz air strike on 8 September 2009, Chancellor Merkel claimed that ISAF 

contributes to the protection of international security, worldwide peace, and life 

and limb of the people here in Germany from the evil of international terrorism. 

That stood at the beginning of this mission, and that applies until today. That is 

our conviction. This found and fnds the agreement of the Afghan government, 

and we know how many ordinary Afghans again and again ask us not to leave 

them alone in the fght against the Taliban. (16/233: 26298) 

Both these quotes aptly illustrate that “the West” and the Afghan popula-
tion are articulated as equivalent. This articulation applied more generally 
to various others, most notably the civilian populations of countries to be 

18. This argument has been discussed at length in the critical literature on (suppos-
edly ethical) Western wars, “humanitarian” intervention, and the responsibility to 
protect (e.g., Bellamy and Dunne 2016; Bulley 2010; Chandler 2015; Orford 1999; 
Sabaratnam 2018; Zehfuss 2018). 
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subjected to intervention. Because Western interventions (broadly under-
stood) guaranteed both Western security and the peace, security, and free-
dom of, for example, Afghans, no tough decisions were necessary between 
what could otherwise be disparate or even contradictory interests. 

Thus, more broadly, the project of networked security articulated self-
interest and altruism as compatible (see also Ziai 2010 in the context of 
development policy): both ensuring German security and promoting peace, 
security, and freedom for others required a networked (interventionist) secu-
rity policy. This compatibility was most aptly summarized by Defense Minis-
ter Jung in October 2006, who claimed that “crisis and confict manage-
ment . . . corresponds to our values, our mission, and our interests” (16/60, 
26 October 2006: 5784). This claim that no tough choices needed to be made 
between “our” interests and the interests of others is a core strength of the 
project. At the same time, it is worth pointing out that this articulation, too, 
is ideological. The still unclear future of Afghanistan (e.g., Congressional 
Research Service 2019; International Institute of Strategic Studies 2019; Mur-
tazashvili 2016) supplies but one example showing that the equivalence 
between “our” and “their” interests is highly debatable.19 

That example also helps illustrate how articulations appear convincing 
by drawing on other established discourses. Here, again, established gen-
dered and racialized discursive patterns particularly lend credibility. Already, 
the routine references to the “civilized world” point to a problematic and 
highly ideological construction of Self and Other, in which violence and 
other problems are externalized (see Salter 2002). Gender researchers have 
argued that femininity and victimhood are so bound up that they have 
started referring to “women and children” with one word, as “womenand-
children” (Carver 2006: 453; Enloe 2014: 1). We see similar arguments in vir-
tually all German debates about military operations, in which the local pop-
ulation, particularly the population of women and children, is articulated as 
in need of Western help.20 As a result of sedimented discursive patterns that 
articulate the non-Western Other as backward, German policymakers claim 

19. Almost two decades since the beginning of the US-led intervention, its beneft 
for either Western or Afghans’ security is yet to materialize. Not only does the country 
remain mired in armed confict, which has caused more than 10,000 civilian casual-
ties (killed or injured) annually over the past years (International Institute of Strategic 
Studies 2018; Shortland et al. 2019; UNAMA 2018), but al-Qaeda, the original reason 
behind the intervention, seems far from defeated (Celso 2018; Lefèvre 2018). 
20. See, e.g., Dunn 2008; Grovogui 2010; Hudson 2012; Inayatullah 2014; Mup-

pidi 2012; Shepherd 2006; Stern 2011; Welland 2015. 
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to know, as a matter of course, the most pressing security concerns of “local 
populations” in the non-West as well as the most appropriate problem solu-
tions, even though the “locals” never get to contribute to the conversation 
(Bertrand 2018). 

Moreover, like the Cold War security discourse before (see chapter 3), the 
discourse of networked security is ripe with references that express the need 
to be grateful to the soldiers, which, by invoking Young’s (2003) logic of mas-
culinist protection, works to delegitimize (ungrateful) critique of the armed 
forces and, by extension, security policy. For instance, in a debate about ISAF 
on 28 September 2005, Defense Minister Struck claimed that “on their mis-
sion, our soldiers are exposed to dangers to life and limb” and that they 
deserve a “high [degree of] respect for their work and all our gratitude” 
(15/187: 17573). This claim was usually tied to the demand for broad support 
for the operation. Thus, in November 2004, Struck argued, “Our soldiers 
have a claim [haben einen Anspruch darauf] that the parliament support [trägt] 
this operation with a broad majority” (15/139, 12 November 2004: 12784). 
Here, Struck claims that the soldiers and their (self-proclaimed) advocate, 
the government, have a right to demand that the Bundestag support the 
operation. 

One additional strength of the project of networked security was its fex-
ibility, its ability to domesticate new demands and events. Over time, the 
project incorporated newly emerging policy problems into the new threats, 
simultaneously broadening the chain of equivalent demands. Most notable 
among the new threats added over the years were piracy, cybercrime, cyber-
warfare, and cyberterrorism, as well as threat to the German energy supply. 
When piracy of the coast of Somalia (re)emerged as a security problem in 
the middle to late 2000s, as sporadic incidents turned into more organized 
forms and as raids of trade vessels signifcantly increased in number (Anning 
and Smith 2012: 28), piracy was also integrated into the construction of the 
new threats. Specifcally, piracy of the Somali coast became connected to 
state failure, organized crime, and terrorism. As, for example, Foreign Minis-
ter Steinmeier (SPD) put it on 17 December 2008, piracy was said to threaten 
“the last remnants of order . . . on which the people in Somalia depend,” the 
payment of ransoms would “further strengthen the criminal structures and 
undermine the Somali state even further,” and since piracy was causally 
linked to organized crime and state failure, these problems could only be 
addressed together: “Only . . . if state structures in Somalia are restored will it 
be accomplished to truly end piracy” (16/195: 21057–58). Other discourse 
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participants linked piracy to terrorism. For example, FDP MP Rainer Stinner 
argued that terrorism could “often not be separated from organized crime 
and piracy” and was using sea trade for the “illegal transport of weapons and 
persons” (16/185, 4 November 2008, 19756).21 Finally, cybercrime, cyberwar-
fare, cyberterrorism, and the disruption of energy supplies were equally 
incorporated into the totality of the new threats. For instance, in November 
2010, Schockenhof argued, 

International terrorism and organized crime as well as instability that is 

based on failing states threaten the entire civilized world. . . . The prolifera-

tion of weapons of mass destruction and missiles has immediate conse-

quences for our security. The consequences of climate change can lead to 

conficts for natural resources or settlement areas and to large migration 

streams with security political repercussions for us. Cyberattacks and poten-

tial attacks on trade routes and our energy supply are new dimensions of the 

concrete threats to our country. (17/71, 11 November 2010: 7602) 

These examples clearly show that the category of the new threats is 
highly fexible and allows discourse participants to link their pet issues to 
networked security. This fexibility is one important element of the project’s 
overall success. Because the new threats are a highly fuid category (an empty 
signifer), it is relatively easy to link specifc phenomena to it and articulate 
them as new or asymmetric threats. This also illustrates how the construc-
tion of security threats (securitization) can function in at least two ways 
(Stengel 2019b). First, new threat constructions can emerge as part of the 
implementation of a new security discourse (as the new threats were securi-
tized after 9/11). Here, acceptance of threat constructions primarily rests on 
whether that specifc order manages to become hegemonic—that is, on 
antagonism, equivalence, representation, and credibility. Second, issues pre-
viously unconnected to security can be incorporated into an existing secu-
rity order, as happened with piracy and cyberterrorism in the German secu-
rity discourse. In that case, what matters most is whether new articulations 

21. See also Homburger, 16/197, 19 December 2008: 21344; Polenz, 16/197, 19 
December 2008: 21353; Merkel, 17/37, 22 April 2010: 3477. This view was not 
uncontested, however. For instance, SPD MP Kurt Bodewig stated,  “Pirates . . . are no 
terrorists” (16/197, 19 December 2008: 21345). Equally, Defense Minister Jung 
rejected the reinterpretation of Operation Enduring Freedom to also include counter-
piracy, due to constitutional constraints (16/185, 4 November 2008: 19757). 
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(“securitizing moves,” in Copenhagen parlance) are compatible with 
accepted articulations, that is, if a credible argument can be made that they 
are a threat. Here, compatibility is not a matter of a phenomenon’s objective 
essence but is, instead, the contingent product of discursive struggles (Non-
hof and Stengel 2014). 

networked seCurity as a blurred empty signifier 

One additional important feature of any successful project is the provision 
of a symbol with which subjects can identify. Remarkable in the case of the 
project of networked security is that this role was fulflled not by a single 
signifer (narrowly understood) but by a cluster of similar signifers that 
referred to roughly the same demand, what I have called a “blurred empty 
signifer.” So far, I have referred to the radical Other mainly as the new 
threats, primarily for consistency. However, diferent discourse participants 
used a wide range of terms, also changing over time, to refer to the set of new 
problems that characterized the post–Cold War security environment as 
opposed to the old Soviet threat. 

Already, the project of comprehensive security was marked by overword-
ing in regard to the radical Other. References included 

• “new hazards” for “peace and freedom” (Kohl, 12/5, 30 January 1991: 
67), 

• “new challenges and risks” (Kohl, 12/53, 6 November 1991: 4366), 
• “novel dangers” (Kolbow, 12/70, 16 January 1992: 5882), 
• “new insecurities and dangers” (Schäuble, 12/70, 16 January 1992: 
5898), 

• “entirely new security political challenges” (Kinkel, 12/151, 21 April 
1993: 12925), 

• “new international challenges” (Spranger, 13/31, 30 March 1995: 2429), 
• “new challenges” (Rühe, 13/31, 30 March 1995: 2415; Schröder, 14/35, 
22 April 1999: 2764), 

• more “diverse security political challenges” (Kohl, 13/65, 27 October 
1995: 5567), 

• “instabilities and risks” (Nachtwei, 13/135, 7 November 1996: 12149), 
• “new instabilities” (Schröder, 14/3, 10 November 1998: 63), 
• “challenges to our security” (Scharping, 14/35, 22 April 1999: 2772), 
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• “security political challenges” (Struck, 15/97, 11 March 2004: 8602), 
• “instability” (Zumkley, 14/35, 22 April 1999: 2793), or 
• “new risks” (Polenz, 14/124, 12 October 2000: 11877). 

After 9/11, the range of terms expanded even further, adding 

• “new international challenges” (Merkel, 14/192, 11 October 2001: 
18686), 

• “the threats of the 21st century” (Merkel, 14/187, 19 September 
2001:18326), 

• “new threats to our security” (Polenz, 15/172, 21 April 2005: 16086) or 
simply “new threats” (Meckel, 15/172, 21 April 2005: 16074), 

• “entirely new, often asymmetric threats” (Bury, 15/172, 21 April 2005: 
16084), 

• “risks and threats” (Kolbow, 15/105, 29 April 2004: 9506), and 
• “new dangers” (Schäuble, 15/10, 14 November 2002: 540). 

The post–9/11 increase in references to “threats,” instead of “risks” and “chal-
lenges,” refects the increased securitization of these phenomena. 

All of the aforementioned terms refer to the novelty of the new threats as 
well as to the fact that we are dealing with a set of interrelated problems, 
while diferent discourse participants listed diferent phenomena (see the 
discussion in chapter 4). This fexibility of the discourse across diferent phe-
nomena is relevant, I argue,  for the appeal of the overall hegemonic project, 
because using diferent terms allows discourse participants both to appropri-
ate the concept as their own and to stress the problems that they see as most 
important. The vagueness of the category of the new threats, its fexibility, 
makes it possible for a wide range of discourse participants across party lines 
to identify the new threats as the core problem and also to give the problem 
their specifc “spin” and make it their own. 

A similar proliferation of signifers took place with respect to the empty 
signifer symbolizing the Self’s demands and identity as well as the common 
good more generally, that is, “networked security.” While “networked secu-
rity” functioned in principle as an empty signifer, this side of the antagonis-
tic frontier is equally marked by overwording, as the terms comprehensive 
security and networked security already illustrate. In addition to these two 
terms, a number of other signifers were equally used to refer broadly to the 
unifed, preventive approach to security policy (combining the civilian and 
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military means of diferent actors) for which discourse participants were 
calling. Since Kolbow’s early (and, to my knowledge, earliest) argument for 
an “extended, . . . international” concept of security policy (12/70, 16 Janu-
ary 1992: 5882), a number of diferent terms have proliferated referring 
broadly to the kind of strategy he had envisioned. Already in July 1994, 
Defense Minister Rühe (CDU/CSU) and the SPD parliamentary group’s 
speaker for disarmament, Uta Zapf, fought over who had “invented” the con-
cept of “comprehensive security,” the Kohl government or the opposition, 
with Rühe arguing that, “of course,” the “political stabilization and the eco-
nomic stabilization” of the “new democracies” in Eastern Europe had prior-
ity “also for security political reasons” (Zapf, Rühe, 12/240, 22 July 1994: 
21185), thus calling for a whole-of-government strategy. As discussed in 
chapter 4, under Chancellor Schröder, who took ofce in 1998, “a compre-
hensive security policy” emerged as the shorthand for the government’s 
policy of combining military with civilian means in a whole-of-government 
approach (see, e.g., Defense Minister Scharping, 14/3, 10 November 1998: 
113). This is what others called a “political-military overall approach” (Rühe, 
14/35, 22 April 1999: 2766), an “extended security concept” (Beer, 14/189, 26 
September 2001: 18413; Wieczorek-Zeul, 14/55, 16 September 1999: 4928), or 
an “extended security precaution” (Krönig, 14/75, 1 December 1999: 6904). 

After the change of government in September 2005, in which Merkel 
(CDU/CSU) assumed the leadership of a CDU/CSU/SPD grand coalition, 
“connected security” (verbundene Sicherheit) and, in particular, “networked 
security” (vernetzte Sicherheit) were introduced as new terms referring, again, 
roughly to the same broad demand, for a unifed approach instead of a purely 
military one. Networked security emerged as the core term describing the 
Merkel government’s approach to security policy. Like comprehensive secu-
rity, networked security, which was introduced by Defense Minister Jung and 
presented the core concept of the 2006 white paper on defense (Federal Min-
istry of Defence 2006),22 referred to the integration of “military, but also 
developmental, economic, humanitarian, police, and intelligence instru-
ments of confict prevention and crisis management” (16/60, 26 October 
2006: 5785). Indeed, during the debate on the white paper, Jung (16/60, 26 
October 2006: 5785) himself used the terms comprehensive security 
approach, connected security, and networked security interchangeably. 

22. In quite patriotic language, Jung argued that networked security “runs like a 
black-red-golden thread through the white paper” (16/6026 October 2006: 5785). 
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The 2006 white paper established networked security as Germany’s new 
grand strategy (Jung, 16/227, 18 June 2009: 25170). Moreover, the term net-
worked security (or, alternatively, networked approach) was adopted by 
Chancellor Merkel (16/214, 26 March 2009: 23121; 17/37, 22 April 2010: 3479) 
as well as Jung’s successors. Both Theodor zu Guttenberg (17/15, 20 January 
2010: 1315), who succeeded Jung as defense minister after the 2009 Bunde-
stag elections and the formation of a CDU/CSU/FDP government, and 
Thomas de Maizière (17/112, 27 May 2011: 12816; 17/237, 25 April 2013: 29784), 
who replaced zu Guttenberg after he (very reluctantly) resigned over his pla-
giarized doctoral dissertation (Jansen and Maier 2012), adopted the term. So 
did other government ofcials, like Foreign Minister Guido Westerwelle 
(FDP) (16/214, 26 March 2009: 23126) or Christian Schmidt (CDU/CSU), par-
liamentary state secretary in the Ministry of Defense (17/11, 16 December 
2009: 829). Indeed, comprehensive security and networked security were 
often used interchangeably. For instance, in January 2010, zu Guttenberg 
argued in favor of a “comprehensive, indeed networked approach of all 
actors and their means” (17/15, 20 January 2010: 1315). In that sense, the 
project illustrates that, contrary to a recent argument by Rothe (2015: 45), 
securitization does not require that “security” functions as an empty signi-
fer under all circumstances. Seemingly necessary are the incorporation of 
security as a demand in the chain of equivalences and the articulation of the 
antagonistic Other as contrary to the demand for the security of the respec-
tive referent object (the subject or object supposedly threatened by it). 

The introduction of new terms to refer to comprehensive security did not 
mean that the old ones vanished from the discourse. Instead, a proliferation 
of more or less synonymous terms are used interchangeably. For instance, in 
October 2006, Kolbow, the deputy speaker of the SPD parliamentary group 
and former minister of state in the BMVg, referred to the approach as based 
on an “extended security concept” but also referred to the overall approach 
as “networked security policy” (16/60, 26 October 2006: 5788). Thus, the 
function of representation in the German security discourse is assumed not 
by a single term but by a conglomerate of terms that roughly refer to the 
same demand: namely, some form of combination of civilian and military 
instruments of diferent government agencies and actors. The empty signi-
fer is, in that sense, blurred. 

Like in the case of the radical Other, the blurriness of the empty signifer 
representing the common good contributes to the appeal of the overall proj-
ect. For instance, the Merkel government’s introduction of networked secu-
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rity as an alternative to comprehensive security, which had been the Schröder 
government’s core concept, allowed the former to put its own stamp on what 
was, at least broadly, the same approach and to claim it for itself, which 
makes sense in terms of party competition (see Lehmbruch 1998: 19–24). 
Also, the (partial) rebranding of comprehensive security lowered the thresh-
old to identify with the project for subjects that otherwise might have 
remained skeptical—most notably advocates of a strong defense, or of pri-
marily military operations for the purpose of alliance solidarity, and those 
skeptical of civilian confict prevention—without repelling its previous 
advocates.23 

Thus, overwording facilitates the spread of the project across party lines. 
A similar difusion can be observed between diferent ministries. During the 
Schröder government, comprehensive security was mainly introduced as 
part of a larger initiative to spread civilian crisis prevention (Federal Govern-
ment 2004) that was led by the Foreign Ofce. Networked security was intro-
duced as the central concept in the 2006 white paper, the core strategy docu-
ment of the Ministry of Defense. The introduction of networked security 
made possible the embrace and appropriation of comprehensive security 
across party lines and departmental boundaries. The term networked secu-
rity also connects the project more closely to notions of globalization that 
emphasize a supposedly more “networked” contemporary world (Castells 
2011). Already, the articulation of the new challenges draws heavily on the 
globalization discourse, arguing that the challenges have to be addressed at 
the point of their origin because of their globalized nature, but the term net-
worked security makes immediate sense in the context of globalization, 
which is often discussed in relying on the metaphor of a network (Coward 
2018). This relationship becomes even clearer if one uses a diferent English 
term for the German vernetzte Sicherheit, which can also be translated as 
“interconnected security.” Interconnectedness is one of the central topics in 
the omnipresent debates about globalization (see, e.g., Castells 2011; Zürn 
2013), which makes the notion of interconnected or networked security 

23. To criticism of the 2006 white paper by the Greens, Hans-Peter Bartels (SPD) 
responded that networked security was a “clear afrmation of a comprehensive secu-
rity concept, not limited to the military, that runs like a red, green, and now also black 
thread [referring to the colors of the SPD, the Greens, and the CDU] through the 
whole text [of the white paper]” (16/60, 26 October 2006: 5794). Also, other mem-
bers of the SPD (Annen, 16/145, 21 February 2008: 15357) and the Greens (Nacht-
wei, 16/189, 28 November 2008: 20410) adopted networked security as basically a 
new instantiation of comprehensive security. 
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immediately appealing as a concept.24 In an interconnected world, it seems 
self-evident that security policy would have to be interconnected as well, an 
understanding that further strengthens the credibility of the overall 
project. 

In a way, the term networked security is not much more than an incom-
plete case of rebranding (because comprehensive security continued to be 
used synonymously), providing a surface of inscription for a broad range of 
demands. Put simply, the vagueness of the concept allows discourse partici-
pants to associate their specifc demands and priorities with the concept. For 
instance, networked security can refer to a demand for increased German 
participation in military operations, as long as they include some form of 
civilian activities as well, even if they are subordinated to a military com-
mand. However, it could also refer to a demand for the role of the Bundeswehr 
to be limited only to an auxiliary function, if any, within a mainly civilian 
approach and under civilian command.25 Not surprisingly, some political 
actors emphasized the Bundeswehr as an indispensable ingredient of net-
worked security, while others stressed the priority of civilian instruments. 

The term networked security also provides an example for how over-
wording can be a double-edged sword, enabling a wide group of subjects to 
identify with a project while simultaneously opening up a space for new dis-
cursive struggles to emerge, as the convergence of diferent signifers is con-
tested. Because an empty signifer is always only tendentially empty, discur-
sive struggles emerge over whether diferent signifers really do refer to 
broadly the same demand. The blurred signifer itself can become the subject 
of the logic of diference. This happened in the context of networked secu-
rity, because the shift from comprehensive to networked security entails a 
move from the primarily civilian approach of the Foreign Ofce, subsumed 
under the headings of “comprehensive security” and “civilian crisis preven-
tion” (Federal Government 2004), to the primarily military approach of the 
Ministry of Defense (Federal Ministry of Defence 2006). While both con-
cepts stress the importance of integrating both military and civilian initia-
tives (of both state and nonstate actors), they difer with respect to who takes 

24. I thank Martin Nonhof for pointing this out. 
25. For instance, in the debate about the 2006 white paper, the chairwoman of the 

Green parliamentary group, Renate Künast, pointed out, with respect to terrorism, 
that the Greens “do not deny that the fght against international terrorism has to be 
conducted also with military means; but we know after all that civilian means must 
always have intellectual priority” (16/60, 26 October 2006: 5793). 
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the lead, a diference that provided a source of constant debate about the 
precise meaning of networked/comprehensive security. For instance, in a 
debate about Afghanistan, Gernot Erler, deputy chairman of the SPD parlia-
mentary group, claimed that the CDU/CSU/FDP government’s “doctrine of 
so-called networked security” was met with “broad disapproval” by develop-
ment agencies and nongovernmental organizations, which felt “under pres-
sure . . . to put themselves into the service of military goals” (Erler, 17/85, 21 
January 2011: 9557). That example demonstrates how the shift from compre-
hensive to networked security increases the number of subjects identifying 
with the project but, at the same time, fuels tension. 

the ambiguous artiCulation of military operations 

Military operations loom large in any debate about security or confict pre-
vention. As Brockmeier and Rotmann observe with respect to the prevention 
of atrocities, “To this day, every debate . . . gets short-circuited into a debate 
about military intervention” (2018: 21). The privileged role of military opera-
tions in parliamentary discourse is at least partly due to the legal require-
ments of the Bundeswehr as a “parliamentary army” (see, e.g., Gareis 2010; 
Meiers 2011; Meyer 2006; Wiefelspütz 2009). Put simply, any military mis-
sion has to be debated in and approved by the Bundestag, while civilian pol-
icy measures fall squarely within the executive’s foreign policy prerogative. 
As a consequence of this sedimented discursive practice (established by the 
BVerfG’s 1994 out-of-area decision), military operations will unavoidably 
receive more attention in the Bundestag, simply because the executive can-
not act without parliamentary approval. 

The prominence of military missions in parliamentary debates also has 
to do with their normative contestedness (in light of antimilitarism), which 
brings us to the discussion of precisely how they were articulated. As noted 
in chapter 4, the demand for military operations was included in the overall 
hegemonic project, articulating that demand as equivalent with policy goals 
such as (German, Western, international, and human) security and peace. 
For example, in 2001, Defense Minister Scharping pointed out that “crisis 
prevention is no contradiction to [military] crisis reaction, [just] as crisis 
reaction, conversely, must never be made into a replacement for or contra-
diction to necessary prevention” (14/189, 26 September 2001: 18408). Mili-
tary operations were rearticulated as compatible with—even the precondi-
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tion for the deployment of—other policy instruments, such as development 
aid. This relationship is most clearly visible in the construction of OEF-A. For 
instance, in December 2001, Chancellor Schröder argued, 

It counts among the bitter truths that the peace in Afghanistan has only 

come closer because of war. It counts among the lessons of the recent Ger-

man history, which we all have experienced together, that pseudoreligiously 

legitimized and motivated violence had to be abrogated and overcome by 

democratically legitimized counterviolence. (14/210, 22 December 2001: 

20822) 

Like networked security in general, military operations were said to be for 
the beneft of those subject to intervention. In the context of OEF-A, for 
example, Schröder argued, “War strikes innocents. That is no question. But 
the example [of] Afghanistan shows: Only with the aid of military violence 
could [it] be prevented that also in the future innocents have to sufer indef-
nitely” (14/210, 22 December 2001: 20822). Similarly, in another example for 
the important infuence of gender discourse, Foreign Minister Fischer 
claimed that “severe human rights violations and, above all, the oppression 
of the rights of women and girls” in Afghanistan would have continued 
without the intervention (14/210, 22 December 2001: 20826). This claim 
articulated the application of military violence, which at least entails the 
acceptance of potential civilian casualties, as equivalent with sedimented 
articulations of the Self as inherently peaceful and benevolent, an articula-
tion making the maintenance of a radical discontinuity with the (violent) 
past possible.26 

Also in the project of networked security, military means were articulated 
as indispensable. As Scharping argued, for example, terrorism could not be 
subdued by focusing—“almost like a social worker” (in fast sozialarbeiterischer 
Weise)—exclusively on prevention, which did “not . . . sufce” against those 
already committed to violence (14/189, 26 September 2001: 18408). Similarly, 
in the debate about the 2006 white paper, Defense Minister Jung claimed that 
“an actively formative security policy requires a capable Bundeswehr” (16/60, 
26 October 2006: 5785), and Kolbow, deputy chairman of the SPD parliamen-
tary group, called the Bundeswehr “an indispensable part of a networked 
security policy” (16/60, 26 October 2006: 5788). 

26. See Zehfuss 2018 for extensive discussion of the complicated role of ethics in 
the legitimation of war. 
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Analogous to arguments in the later 1990s, military means were artic-
ulated after 9/11 as a precondition to the application of civilian instru-
ments. Thus, ISAF was said to be a necessary requirement to “consolidate 
the commenced stabilization process” (Struck, 14/210, 22 December 
2001: 20832), creating “the parameters for the economic development 
and the societal democratization” of Afghanistan (Struck, 15/17, 20 
December 2002: 1313). In the debates on specific operations, Germany’s 
civilian efforts even became an argument invoked as a reason for MPs to 
vote for the prolongation of the military mission. For example, in 2003, 
Struck justified his demand for a prolongation of the (military) ISAF man-
date by arguing, 

In the next months, we will see whether the experiment, started by Germany, 

to place civilian reconstruction in the foreground of the activities in Afghani-

stan will succeed or not. It will succeed so much the better if the German Bunde-

stag provides the soldiers with as broad a vote of support as possible. That is what I 

sincerely ask of you. (15/70, 24 October 2003: 5990, italics added) 

If MPs support the primacy of civilian reconstruction, the argument went, 
they should vote for the military mandate. 

At the same time, the construction of military means in the project of 
networked security was highly ambiguous. Thus, military operations (or any 
application of military means, including the threat of force) were articulated 
as a necessary instrument but, at the same time, as a means of last resort. 
Given that I have already discussed these matters in chapter 3, two examples 
sufce here. In his speech calling for German participation in OEF-A, Chan-
cellor Schröder claimed, “No one takes the decisions [necessary for the 
deployment of troops] lightly—neither do I. But they are necessary, and 
therefore they have to be made” (14/202, 16 November 2001: 19857). Simi-
larly, in a debate about the EU’s mission in the Congo in April 2010, 
Schröder’s successor, Merkel, claimed that “military restraint and the appli-
cation of military means as [an] ultima ratio” was part of the “raison d’état of 
the Federal Republic of Germany” (17/37, 22 April 2010: 3477). These quotes 
reveal the instability of the relation of equivalence between diferent 
moments of the discourse of networked security—military operations, 
peace, antimilitarism, and so on. 

These connection between these discursive moments is unstable for at 
least two reasons. First, deeply sedimented antimilitarist practices in Ger-
man security discourse make it difcult to permanently link military 
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means to the demand for peace. After all, for years, the use of force had 
been understood as fundamentally opposed to achieving peace as well as 
morally reprehensible. Second, this articulation became even more com-
plicated within the broader articulation of the new threats. In particular, 
epistemic sedimented practices (i.e., what is commonly held to be factually 
true) stood in the way of constructing a stable articulation of equivalence 
between military means and the goal of overcoming the new threats. While 
there is some acknowledgment that military operations can contribute to 
the solution of some policy problems, most notably for traditional peace-
keeping (e.g., Salvatore and Ruggeri 2017), it is widely acknowledged that 
they are entirely unsuitable solutions for other challenges, including most 
of the new threats—to name but a few, climate change, state failure, orga-
nized crime, poverty, or corruption. These issues are generally not amena-
ble to a military solution. As a consequence, linking military means to the 
new threats as a whole can only be credibly done by way of what could be 
called “discursive hedging,” that is, by linking any demand for military 
operations to a simultaneous acknowledgment of their limited utility and 
moral undesirability. 

This example of instability also shows how discourses do not “foat 
freely,” to appropriate Risse’s formulation (Risse-Kappen 1994). While the 
openness of discourses means that diferent discourses can infuence each 
other, that openness does not mean that one discourse simply gets adopted 
in a diferent context. Indeed, the German case demonstrates that discourses 
need to be rearticulated (translated: see Stritzel 2014) to make them credible 
against the sedimented practices relevant in that particular context. 
Although a detailed discussion is beyond the scope of this chapter, numer-
ous discursive elements of the “war on terror”—the presumption that terror-
ism could be fought primarily with military means, for instance, or the artic-
ulation of equivalence between Iraqi president Saddam Hussein and al-Qaeda 
(see Eberle 2019; Nonhof and Stengel 2014)—were not credible for a Ger-
man audience and had to be rearticulated. Thus, the counterterrorism dis-
course in Germany is signifcantly diferent from the US discourse of the 
“war on terror.” 

More generally, maintaining the precarious link requires continuous dis-
cursive work. Part of this work is constantly stressing that refusing military 
operations equals inactivity, which commonly meets disapproval due to 
established gendered behavioral standards (Carver 2008; Hooper 2001; Sjo-
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berg 2010). Moreover, it equally requires various practices of discursive 
delineation (logic of diference), separating out-of-area operations from 
interventionism and war, both of which were and continue to be closely 
associated with Germany’s imperialist, aggressive, and authoritarian past 
(see chapter 3). Thus, advocates of networked security stressed that force 
transformation was “not about establishing an intervention army and med-
dling, as some wrongly fear, without need in the afairs of other states but 
about advocating [our] common security together with our allies and part-
ners, where it is necessary” (Struck, 15/97, 11 March 2004: 8603; equally, zu 
Guttenberg, 17/15, 20 January 2010: 1316). 

The preceding quote equally points to the close interconnectedness of 
national, international, and transnational discourses and to how speakers in 
the German Bundestag draw on other discourses and statements by various 
external authorities for intertextual legitimacy. For example, discourse par-
ticipants regularly cite leaders of international organizations (IOs), such as 
the UN or NATO secretary-general (e.g., Jung, 16/60, 26 October 2006: 5783). 
Discourse participants often attempt to claim that their position has the 
support of prominent leaders (see, e.g., Lafontaine, Nachtwei, Wiesskirchen, 
16/2, 8 November 2005: 48, 49, 51). In the German discourse, intertextual 
references to IOs or allied states carry a lot of weight because they invoke 
sedimented practices of multilateralism and Western integration. For 
instance, citing the UN or NATO secretary-general not only utilizes the lat-
ter’s expertise but also implies that disagreement equals a deviation from the 
UN or NATO position, which involves a confict with multilateralism and/or 
Western integration. 

Even more important in this context is the frm rejection of any connec-
tion between Bundeswehr operations and war (see, e.g., Geis 2019; Martin-
sen 2013; Shim and Stengel 2017), which often manifested itself in a form of 
“verbal gymnastics” (Ray 2013: 97). For example, in November 2001, Ange-
lika Beer (Greens) claimed, “Our soldiers do not consider themselves soldiers 
in uniform with a weapon in their hand” (14/204, 28 November 2001: 
20130). In 2004, Struck even claimed that the Bundeswehr was “Germany’s 
biggest peace movement” (15/ 97, 11 March 2004: 8604). 

More specifcally, with respect to Afghanistan, Struck clarifed in 2005, 
“We do not conduct a war mission but a peace mission” (Struck, 15/187, 28 
September 2005: 17574). Even when this articulation became increasingly 
difcult to reconcile with reports about a deteriorating security situation in 
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Afghanistan, particularly in the wake of the 2009 Kunduz air strike, dis-
course participants remained extremely reluctant to refer to the situation 
in Afghanistan as a war. When Defense Minister zu Guttenberg expressed 
sympathy for German soldiers calling the Afghanistan mission a war, cit-
ing what he, quite cautiously, called a “warlike situation,” he immediately 
went on to argue that, from a legal perspective, that mission could not be 
called “a classical war. International law is clear here: Wars can only be 
waged between states, which was why the situation in Afghanistan should 
be described in terms of international law as a ‘noninternational armed 
confict’” (17/3, 10 November 2009: 85).27 Zu Guttenberg repeated this 
statement a few days later in an interview with the German tabloid Bild (zu 
Guttenberg 2009).28 

Already, this reluctant phraseology on zu Guttenberg’s part was far 
from uncontroversial. Thus, SPD MP Hans-Peter Bartels pointed out that, 
“of course,” the situation in Afghanistan was “no war,” and he com-
mended zu Guttenberg for clarifying this point after the aforementioned 
Bild interview (Bartels, 17/15, 20 January 2010: 1317). Similarly, on 27 Jan-
uary 2010, SPD chairman and former federal minister Sigmar Gabriel 
called for German decision makers to “stop dealing with the term ‘war,’ or 
‘belligerent conflict,’ as frivolously as during the last months,” claiming 
that the UN did “not wage a war” in Afghanistan and that “our soldiers 
are no warriors there” (17/18, 27 January 2010: 1525). Such articulations 
reinscribe into the discourse the historical antagonism according to 
which war is something conducted by the FRG’s predecessors and its 
opponents but not by the FRG itself. In my opinion, this reinscription 
contributed significantly to the credibility of demands for out-of-area 
operations, because calling Germany’s own actions “war” would very 
likely clash with sedimented practices of military reticence and articula-
tions of an inherently peaceful Self. 

27. In a similar fashion, others also only spoke of “warlike conditions” (Beck, 
17/11, 16 December 2009: 849; Merkel, 17/18, 27 January 2010: 1524; Schmidt, 
17/7, 26 November 2009: 393; zu Guttenberg, 17/7, 26 November 2009: 388) or “bel-
ligerent situations” (Willsch, 17/15, 20 January 2010: 1331). 
28. In contrast, in a 2009 interview with Internationale Politik, the Green parlia-

mentary group’s speaker for security policy, Winfried Nachtwei, stated, in no ambigu-
ous terms, “It is . . . appropriate to say that there is a war going on in the Kunduz region 
and that the Bundeswehr participates in that war” (Nachtwei 2009: 2). 
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Contestation and the failure of alternative 
artiCulations 

The project of networked security was not uncontested either, and neither 
was its predecessor. In fact, SPD and Green MPs during the 1990s and Linke 
MPs ever since then have challenged various aspects of what would become 
the project of networked security. A detailed and exhaustive discussion of 
that challenge is beyond the scope of this chapter, but let us consider it in 
relation to three particularly important aspects: (1) the articulation of equiv-
alence between military operations, on one hand, and peace and security, on 
the other; (2) the construction of the new threats as a common Other; and 
(3) the articulation of equivalence between military operations and civilian 
instruments of foreign and security policy. 

First, contrary to what the discussion so far might have suggested, the 
articulation of equivalence between out-of-area operations and policy goals 
like peace or security have been subject to contestation since the early 1990s. 
During the 1990s, members of both the SPD and the Greens voiced opposi-
tion to out-of-area operations. For example, already in 1992, SPD federal 
manager Günter Verheugen expressed the fear that German participation in 
any operations to intervene in the Yugoslav wars might escalate violence 
instead of containing it (12/150, 26 March 1993, 12872–73). Green MP Hans-
Christian Ströbele, by harshly criticizing the government in 1999 and saying 
that he was “ashamed for his country that now again wages war in Kosovo 
and that again throws bombs on Belgrade” (14/30, 25 March 1999: 2423, ital-
ics added), explicitly challenged the imaginary of a new, inherently peaceful 
Germany. The most sustained critique came from members of Die Linke in 
the context of the “war on terror,” who claimed that war was exactly what 
Germany was doing in Afghanistan29 and who criticized the German out-of-
area operations as an expression of “militarization.”30 In September 2009, 

29. For instance, in January 2008, chairman of the Linke parliamentary group Gysi 
criticized the government for having “the illusion of being able to fght terrorism with 
war” (16/139, 24 January 2008: 14640). Similarly, Jan van Aken, member of the for-
eign afairs committee and deputy chairman of the Linke parliamentary group, 
charged the government with hiding that “in your war innocent civilians die” (17/9, 
3 December 2009: 672); two weeks later, he claimed that members of the CDU/CSU 
“speak about well construction and withhold the corpses” (17/11, 16 December 
2009: 839; see also Schäfer, 17/15, 20 January 2010: 1320). 
30. This criticism has been expressed multiple times over the years (see, e.g., Lederer, 

12/70, 16 January 1992: 5887; van Aken, 17/3, 10 November 2009: 77; Höger, 17/74, 
24 November 2010: 8128; Hänsel, 17/191, 12 September 2012: 22966). 
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the chairman of the Linke parliamentary group, Oskar Lafontaine, put the 
humanitarian aspects of ISAF in doubt, arguing that “with a lot less money 
[than the operation cost], one could protect distinctly more people from the 
death by hunger and from the death by disease without having to kill even a 
single other person” (16/233, 8 September 2009: 26305). 

In particular, the Afghanistan operation was highly controversial 
(Lagassé and Mello 2018), and critics voiced doubts that military operations 
were a suitable means to fght terrorism. For instance, speaking for oppo-
nents of the intervention in the SPD, MP Rüdiger Veit argued in November 
2001, “We do not consider the deployment of the Bundeswehr in Afghani-
stan . . . right; for in our opinion war is no suitable means in the fght against 
terrorism” (14/202, 16 November 2001: 19891).31 Indeed, its fercest critics 
even claimed that the ISAF mission decreased the security of Germany. 
Lafontaine, for example, succinctly claimed, in a debate about the Kunduz 
air strike, “We cause the opposite of what we actually want to cause” (16/233, 
8 September 2009: 26305). Green MP Ströbele argued that the government’s 
increasingly ofensive strategy in Afghanistan would contribute to the war 
becoming ever “worse and more ruthless” and ultimately promoting terror-
ism (17/7, 26 November 2009: 400). 

Second, critics equally challenged the articulation of equivalence 
between diferent elements of the new threats. To give but one example, in 
debates about the counterpiracy Operation Atalanta of the Somali coast (see 
Peters et al. 2014), Linke MPs questioned the connection between terrorism 
and piracy, emphasizing diference over equivalence. MP Norman Paech, for 
example, criticized that in the context of piracy, al Qaeda was “brought into 
play to connect the fght against terror with the fght against the pirates. This 
mixing [of other missions] with the war of OEF [the counterterrorism opera-
tion] we already know from Afghanistan. To that the Linke says: not with us” 
(16/195, 17 December 2008: 21063). 

Third, the articulation of equivalence between military and civilian 
means has been subject to sustained criticism, most notably by mem-
bers of Die Linke. For instance, in September 2001, Wolfgang Gehrcke, 
deputy chairman of the Linke parliamentary group, argued that the 

31. Nevertheless, Veit pointed out that if faced with the vote of confdence, he and 
other critical SPD MPs would vote in favor of the motion—a decision interpreted by 
Andrea Nahles, chairwoman of the SPD’s youth organization Jusos, as an expression 
of “a pacifst position that retains its capacity for politics [Politikfähigkeit]” (14/202, 16 
November 2001: 19884). 
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Schröder government had “so far conducted a policy that consisted of 
spending less for development and diplomacy and more for the mili-
tary.” Speaking for the Linke, he continued, “We want the exact oppo-
site: more for development and for diplomacy and less for the military” 
(14/189, 26 September 2001: 18404). Here, in an example for the logic of 
difference, Gehrcke challenges the claim that the interests of different 
ministries were aligned in a comprehensive/networked approach, and 
he points instead to competition over scarce resources (also Schäfer, 
16/227, 18 June 2009: 25171). 

More generally, Kathrin Vogler, Linke member of the subcommittee on 
civilian crisis prevention and networked security, criticized the Greens for 
their articulation of civilian and military forms of confict prevention as 
equivalent, which meant the “subordination of the civilian to military 
structures.” She explained, “Civilian confict management for you [the 
Greens] is precisely not the alternative to military violence, but it is supposed 
to complement it within the framework of comprehensive, interagency, civil-
military concepts” (17/121, 8 July 2011: 14342, italics added).32 For Vogler, 
civilian confict prevention and comprehensive security were contradictory 
rather than equivalent. Others criticized the “blending of the civilian and 
the military,” arguing that it was “a contradiction in itself to claim that mili-
tary instruments could contribute to civilian crisis prevention” (Hänsel, 
16/74, 15 December 2006: 7466). 

In sum, numerous aspects of the project of networked security were chal-
lenged. Why the challenges fell on deaf ears has to do, I argue, with mainly 
two factors: (1) the content of the articulations and (2) the speaker position 
of their advocates. First, as is already visible in the reactions to the discursive 
interventions of the Greens in the late 1980s (see chapter 3),33 many of the 
articulations challenging the project of networked security (and compre-
hensive security before it) clashed with the basic normative foundations of 

32. Similarly, in a debate about the German command of the Quick Reaction Force 
(QRF) in Afghanistan, Gysi emphasized the diferential content of military force and 
civilian reconstruction, arguing that since a big part of the QRF was the targeted kill-
ing of enemy forces, it “had nothing to do with educating girls” (16/139, 24 January 
2008: 14640), that is, the civilian goals cited by other MPs. 
33. The articulation of the Green Party as somehow dubious and/or untrustworthy 

by more established parties in the Bundestag had remarkable staying power. Still in 
2000, 17 years after the Greens had entered the Bundestag for the frst time and also 
after they supported Operation Allied Force in 1999, FDP MP (and former paratrooper) 
Dirk Niebel asked whether the Greens’ former demand for the abolition of the 
Bundeswehr still applied (14/124, 12 October 2000: 11886). 
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German parliamentary discourse. In particular, Linke MPs (like the Greens 
in the 1980s) questioned the historical antagonism according to which the 
(inherently benign and peaceful) FRG had nothing in common with its 
aggressive predecessors. For instance, in a debate about NATO’s new Strategic 
Concept in November 2010, Gesine Lötzsch, deputy chairwoman of Die Lin-
ke’s parliamentary group, called NATO “this organization that bears [the] 
responsibility for the deaths of countless civilians and [that] has made the 
lives of millions of people more precarious [unsicherer]” (17/071, 11 November 
2010: 7605). Such articulations confict with decades of discursive practices 
inscribing and reinscribing into the discourse an inherently peaceful articu-
lation of not just the FRG but the West in general. Similarly, in November 
2008, Linke MP Lafontaine argued that insofar as military strikes violated 
the legal requirement “to spare innocents, . . . such operations to combat ter-
rorism themselves become acts of terror” (16/2, 8 November 2008: 48). Such 
statements that link the Self to terrorism equally clash with deeply engrained 
understandings of the Self as benign. 

Not surprisingly, policy demands by Die Linke were regularly dismissed 
on practical grounds as unrealistic and populist, even by Green MPs. For 
instance, in a debate about the UN Mission in Sudan (UNMIS), the Green 
speaker for defense Winfried Nachtwei raked Die Linke over the coals for 
their proposal to send civilian personnel instead of soldiers. According to 
Nachtwei, the proposal was “so absurd, so preposterous [abenteuerlich] and 
irresponsible that it should be made known to the public” (16/33, 7 April 
2006: 2774). In general, the party was dismissed as irresponsible, populist, 
and motivated by party political concerns rather than by a serious contem-
plation of the issues (also zu Guttenberg, 16/49, 19 September 2006: 4816). 

Second, in the case of Die Linke (and, equally, in the case of the Greens at 
least until the early 2000s), lack of credibility has been further aggravated by 
the way the party has been constructed in the Bundestag. Mainly due to the 
party being the SED’s successor, Die Linke is commonly held to be untrust-
worthy and lacking credibility particularly on matters of democracy and 
peace. To give an example, in the debate about the frst ISAF mandate, Struck, 
chairman of the SPD parliamentary group, denied the PDS (as Die Linke was 
then still called) the right to advocate for peace. 

One word to the PDS: A party that has succeeded the SED and conse-

quently .  .  . also has to accept responsibility for [muss stehen zu] those who 

prosecuted peaceful citizens of the then GDR because they wore patches 
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[with the inscription] “Swords into Ploughshares” in no sense has the right to 

act as [a] peace party in this Bundestag. (Struck, 14/210, 22 December 2001: 

10831) 

Because its predecessor had been responsible for the prosecution of peace 
activists in the GDR, Die Linke could not be taken seriously as an advocate of 
peace today. 

Here, the reason for rejection is not so much the content of the state-
ments but the subject position of PDS/Linke MPs. Given that the GDR had 
itself been articulated as part of the tyrannical Other (see chapter 3), advo-
cacy by PDS and Linke MPs for peace and democracy had a particularly ironic 
ring to members of the established parties. Not surprisingly, statements dis-
missing arguments by PDS and Linke MPs are widespread in German parlia-
mentary discourse. For instance, Michael Glos (CDU/CSU) called the party 
the “SED that now calls itself PDS” in 1998 (13/248, 16 October 1998: 23150), 
and Beer (Greens) reprimanded the PDS in 1999 for what she saw as “pure 
populism: The ‘peace party’ PDS! Embarrassing, embarrassing!” (14/75, 1 
December 1999: 6898). Since, to the more established parties, the GDR itself 
represented an instance of authoritarian aggression (much like the Soviet 
Union and the FRG’s own past), the successor to its leading party, the SED, 
was simply untrustworthy.34 

the institutionalization of the new seCurity order 

The project of networked security displayed all the characteristics of a suc-
cessful hegemonic project. It managed to establish a new security order and, 
consequently, to transform German grand strategy. In this section, I briefy 
discuss the discourse’s hegemonization and institutionalization, focusing 
on four aspects: (1) statements by discourse participants, (2) the codifcation 
of networked security and out-of-area operations in policy documents, (3) 
changes in legislation, and (4) institutional reform and innovation. 

First, discourse participants increasingly began to incorporate policy suc-
cesses into the chain of equivalences, referring to both networked security 
and out-of-area operations. For instance, in the context of the 2009 Kunduz 

34. See, e.g., Dressel, 16/120, 24 October 2007: 12518; contributions to the debate 
in 16/139, 24 January 2008: 14631–47. 
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air strike, chancellor Merkel claimed, “The policy of networked security 
today [is] consensus among the allies. That is a sustainable success of Ger-
man Afghanistan policy” (16/233, 8 September 2009: 26299). Discourse par-
ticipants connected successful past operations to demands for future opera-
tions (Schockenhof, 16/49, 19 September 2006:4814) and argued that these 
missions had contributed to the Bundeswehr’s “standing . . . in the commu-
nity of peoples” (Struck, 15/97, 11 March 2004: 8600). Similarly, force trans-
formation was portrayed as a success. Defense Minister Jung claimed, “Our 
Bundeswehr has accomplished the transformation process from a pure 
defense army to an army of unity to an army on operation for peace in an 
outstanding manner” (16/227, 18 June 2009: 25169). At this point, force 
transformation had become something that no longer needed justifcation. 

Second, the hegemonization of networked security (and out-of-area 
operations with it) was increasingly institutionalized in the form of policy 
documents. Although policy documents are not legally binding, they repre-
sent a form of self-commitment that, in case of noncompliance, invites criti-
cism by academics, interest groups, and the media. As I have argued in the 
previous chapters, the emergence of the project of networked security was a 
gradual process, and elements of what would become the project of compre-
hensive (and, later, networked) security were already (partially and tempo-
rarily) fxed in policy documents before the project fully formed. Thus, artic-
ulations of the new threats can already be found in the 1994 white paper on 
defense (still published by the Kohl government), as can be a cautious argu-
ment for a more active German foreign policy (Federal Ministry of Defence 
1994). During chancellor Schröder’s term (1998–2005), elements of what 
was then still called “comprehensive security” were declared to be ofcial 
government policy in a number of policy documents, most notably the 
2000 comprehensive concept (Federal Government 2000) and the 2004 
action plan on civilian confict prevention (Federal Government 2004), the 
2003 Defence Policy Guidelines (Federal Ministry of Defence 2003), and the 
2004 Conception of the Bundeswehr (BMVg 2004). 

Networked security was also inscribed into policy documents issued by 
the grand coalition government under the leadership of Chancellor Merkel. 
Most notably, the 2006 white paper on defense lists the action plan for civil-
ian confict prevention as an “example” for networked security (Federal Min-
istry of Defence 2006: 23), ofcially adopting the SPD/Green coalition’s 
eforts to implement comprehensive security (see also Kolbow, 16/60, 26 
October 2006: 5788). Through such intertextual constructions of equiva-
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lence between diferent policy papers, the discursive formation is further 
stabilized. Equally, the 2011 Defence Policy Guidelines and following docu-
ments stress a broad understanding of security threats and call for tackling 
them with a whole-of-government approach, within which a restructured 
Bundeswehr plays an important role (Federal Ministry of Defence 2011: 2–3, 
5). Similar statements can be found in the paper on the restructuring of the 
Bundeswehr (BMVg 2012a), the report on its implementation (BMVg 2013a), 
the 2013 Conception of the Bundeswehr (BMVg 2013b), and the 2017 Guide-
lines on Preventing Crises, Resolving Conficts, Building Peace (Federal Gov-
ernment 2017), as well as in information brochures like The Bundeswehr on 
Operations (Federal Ministry of Defence 2009). 

Similar developments of institutionalization can be seen on an interna-
tional level, with the publication of corresponding strategy documents by 
the EU (2003) and NATO (1999, 2010) as well as the 2003 European Security 
Strategy,35 documents regularly cited, in turn, in core German policy docu-
ments (e.g., Federal Government 2004: 12, 8; Federal Ministry of Defence 
2006: 15, 26–29, 33–35; 2011: 7). Even more recently, the 2016 white paper 
promotes what it calls a vernetzter Ansatz (literally, “networked approach,” 
but translated as “comprehensive approach”: Federal Ministry of Defence 
2016: 58), which similarly rests on a whole-of-government approach and 
coordination with nonstate actors (BMVg 2016: 58–59). Equally, more gen-
eral documents like coalition treaties reinscribe networked security into the 
discourse (e.g., CDU et al. 2013, 2018). 

Third, court rulings and legal codifcation are examples for sedimenta-
tion. An important example in this context are the BVerfG’s 1993 and 1994 
decisions that (performatively) declared out-of-area operations constitu-
tional (i.e., articulated them as equivalent with the demand for constitu-
tionality) if conducted within systems of collective security and if endowed 
with a constitutive Bundestag mandate (BVerfGE 89, 38; 90, 286). Equally, 
force transformation has been accompanied by a number of changes in leg-
islation. As codifed binding legal norms, acts of parliament represent a sig-
nifcant step toward the sedimentation and normalization of discursive 
practices. A number of existing laws have been adapted to accommodate 
out-of-area operations specifcally, including the 1995 Military Law Amend-
ment Act (Wehrrechtsänderungsgesetz, BGBl. I 1995/65), the 2001 

35. This correspondence is not surprising, given that core documents within NATO 
and the EU are a product of extensive international coordination. 
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Bundeswehr Realignment Act (Bundeswehrneuausrichtungsgesetz, BGBl. I 
2001/75), the 2005 Parliamentary Participation Act (Parlamentsbeteili-
gungsgesetz, BGBl. I 2005/17) that regulates the role of the Bundestag in 
deciding military deployments, the 2011 amendment of the Military Law 
Amendment Act (BGBl. I 2011/19), the 2012 Bundeswehr Reform Accompa-
nying Act (Bundeswehrreform-Begleitgesetz, BGBl. I 2012/35), the 2004 
Operations Care and Provision Act (Einsatzversorgungsgesetz, BGBl. I 
2004/72), and the 2012 Act on the Continued Employment of Personnel 
Injured on Operations (Einsatz-Weiterverwendungsgesetz, BGBl. I 2012/46) 
(see Raap 1996, 2002; Rau 2006; Schafranek 2009). 

Fourth, the project was accompanied by the foundation of new institu-
tions and reform of old ones. Within the Bundestag, networked security is 
refected in institutional adaptation, as in the formation, in the 17th legisla-
tive period, of the Subcommittee on Civilian Crisis Prevention and Net-
worked Security (from the 18th legislative period onward, the Subcommittee 
on Civilian Crisis Prevention, Confict Management, and Networked 
Action).36 The project equally entailed changes on the operational level, 
most notably the creation of Provincial Reconstruction Teams in Afghani-
stan, which combined military personnel with civilian representatives of 
the BMZ, the Foreign Ofce, and the Federal Ministry of the Interior (see 
Chiari 2013; Ehrhart 2011; Neureuther 2012). Also, force transformation, 
ongoing since the mid-1990s, is an example for sedimentation. Since the 
publication of the 1994 white paper, successive governments have under-
taken various attempts at restructuring the Bundeswehr to adapt it to out-of-
area operations (Deitelhof and Geis 2008; von Bredow 2015), with the help 
of a number of expert commissions (see Jacobsen and Rautenberg 1991; von 
Weizsäcker 2000; Weise et al. 2010). 

The most far-reaching reform process yet is the currently ongoing 
“realignment” (Neuausrichtung) of the Bundeswehr (see BMVg 2012a), initi-
ated by then Defense Minister zu Guttenberg in 2010 and since continued by 
his successors, de Maizière, Ursula von der Leyen, and, most recently, Anne-
gret Kramp-Karrenbauer (von Bredow 2015). In 2011, after decades of politi-
cal struggle, conscription was suspended (Harnisch and Weiß 2014: 225–26). 
Examples for institutional innovation include the establishment of an Oper-
ations Command (Meusch 2008), a Center for the Transformation of the 
Bundeswehr (von Bredow 2015), the Special Operations Division and the 

36. https://www.bundestag.de/ausschuesse/a03/ua_zks 
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Airmobile Operations Division (Wiesner 2011: 91),37 and the Kommando 
Spezialkräfte, the Bundeswehr’s special forces (Deitelhof and Geis 2008). In 
2012, the inspector general, a four-star general and the highest-ranking sol-
dier of the Bundeswehr, previously limited to an advisory capacity (Young 
1996: 379), has been installed as the commanding ofcer of all German sol-
diers relating to service in military line units (BMVg 2012b). 

Another striking example of institutionalization is the 2008 endowment 
of the Cross of Honor for Valor (Ehrenkreuz für Tapferkeit) and the 2010 
establishment of the Combat Action Medal (Einsatzmedaille Gefecht) 
(BMVg 2012c; critical, Bergmann 2010). The cross, which was, like the com-
bat medal, established to recognize acts of valor in the context of out-of-area 
operations particularly, can be awarded for “extraordinarily brave deeds” 
(BMVg 2012c: 4, 12, 18–19).38 The establishment of a combat medal is partic-
ularly striking since German decision makers continue to insist that Ger-
many does not involve itself in wars.39 

Sedimentation also manifests itself in quite material ways, such as through 
changed procurement priorities in regard to weapons systems and equipment. 
For example, force transformation was accompanied by a much stronger focus, 
within the army (Deutsches Heer), on infantry (although we see a swing back 
toward the procurement of tanks in the wake of the Ukraine crisis: see BMVg 
2016), including the procurement of the armored infantry fghting vehicle 
Boxer, the project “Infantryman of the Future,” unmanned aerial vehicles like 
the (infamous) Euro Hawk, and the transport helicopter NH90 (Becker 2005; 
International Institute of Strategic Studies 2007: 101; Schimpf 2012; Schneider 
and Ritter 2012: 35). Procurement plans for the German Navy, however, refect 
an only partly and reluctantly interventionist outlook. While the multipur-
pose frigate class F125, which integrates a special forces contingent and pro-
vides tactical fre support for ground intervention forces, is geared towards 
out-of-area-operations, the German Navy remains reluctant to procure vessels 
specialized in amphibious operations (Becker 2005; Stöhs 2018). Nonetheless, 
overall these quite material processes of institutionalization clearly indicate 
the extent to which the new threats and a largely interventionist approach to 
security policy have become accepted. 

37. Parts of these two divisions have been restructured again to build a new Quick 
Forces Division (Schneider and Ritter 2012: 35). 
38. Theodor Heuss, the frst federal president, fundamentally opposed military 

medals (Becker 2017). 
39. I thank an anonymous reviewer for pointing me to this particular irony. 
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ConClusion 

This chapter has discussed the transformation, following 9/11, of the project 
of comprehensive security into what I have called the “project of networked 
security,” which became institutionalized as the new German security order. 
A number of points are worth revisiting here. First, in contrast to (primarily 
realist) US security discourse, which was disrupted by 9/11, the German dis-
course of comprehensive security provided a ready framework for making 
sense of the terrorist attacks. Moreover, comprehensive security provided a 
blueprint for post-9/11 security policy. As a result, the discourse of compre-
hensive, or networked, security emerged as the new security order. 

Second, a number of factors contributed to the project’s overall appeal. 
Aside from an exceptionally broad range of equivalent demands (further 
expanded through the incorporation of security after 9/11), a clear antago-
nistic frontier, and the provision of an empty signifer as a symbol for the 
common good, a project’s credibility is particularly crucial (see also Nabers 
2015; Nabers and Stengel 2019b). In this context, the chapter has highlighted 
the importance of gendered and racialized discourses. The representative 
function of a signifer does not necessarily have to be a single signifer. Here, 
the notion of a blurred empty signifer has proven to be highly useful. 

Third, the project of networked security illustrates how identity forma-
tion and securitization are linked. While securitization implies the construc-
tion of a (threatened) Self, identity formation only requires the exclusion of 
a radical Other blocking the Self’s identity, not necessarily its articulation as 
a physical security threat. If the identity-security nexus is to be understood, 
disentangling identity formation and securitization seems crucial. 

Fourth, along with the implementation of a new security order went a 
rearticulation of out-of-area operations form primarily a means to live up to 
German responsibility to an important instrument to guarantee—if within a 
broader networked strategy—German security under (supposedly) radically 
changed international circumstances. At the same time, the incorporation 
of military means illustrates that securitization can be much more compli-
cated and contradictory than securitization theory would lead one to expect 
(also Zimmermann 2017), as extraordinary means can sometimes, depend-
ing on the relevant set of sedimented practices, only be incorporated into an 
equivalential chain in a rather unstable fashion. More generally, an analysis 
of the German security discourse reveals that hegemony is never complete 
but always contested. 
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Conclusion 

The starting point of this book was the empirical puzzle of the German out-
of-area consensus, a development that previous studies have had difculty 
explaining satisfactorily. Over the past 30 years, Germany’s security policy 
has undergone a signifcant transformation away from military restraint and 
toward what Steele calls “actionism” (2019: 2), with German participation in 
multinational military operations increasing both quantitatively and quali-
tatively in terms of the level of intensity. This tendency seems unbroken, 
with Defense Minister Kramp-Karrenbauer demanding in November 2019 
that Germany assume a more active military role in international afairs, 
bolstered by a bump in defense spending to 2 percent of the German GDP 
and institutionally supported by a to-be-created national security council 
(Sprenger 2019). 

As I discussed at the outset of the book, despite the widespread claim, 
among decision makers and researchers alike, that this development pres-
ents a necessary adaptation to objective problem pressures (a changed secu-
rity environment), a closer look reveals it to be far from self-evident. This 
development is puzzling given a still widespread antimilitarist culture that 
one would expect to provide a formidable obstacle to German participation 
in military operations, particularly combat missions such as ISAF. It is even 
less explicable if one considers the track record of military operations, which 
mostly do not inspire confdence in terms of their efectiveness beyond UN 
peace operations, in particular traditional peacekeeping.1 Against this back-
ground, it is difcult to understand the continued trend toward increasing 
military involvement abroad. Even if one were to accept the somewhat sim-

1. See, e.g., Bellamy 2015; Bliesemann de Guevara and Kühn 2010; Downes and 
Monten 2013; Gilligan and Sergenti 2008; Grimm 2008; Gromes and Dembinsky 
2013; Mac Ginty 2012; Ramsbotham et al. 2011; Regan and Meachum 2014. 
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plistic claim that problems demand solutions (which completely ignores 
social construction as a factor), it makes little to no sense to argue that they 
demand largely inefective ones. 

The book uses Essex School discourse theory to provide an explanation 
for this development. From that perspective, changes in policy (increased 
participation in military operations) can only be understood if looked at in 
their wider discursive contexts. In the German case more specifcally, the 
out-of-area consensus that emerged after unifcation can only be understood 
if analyzed in the context of much broader discursive change—namely, the 
transformation of the German security discourse. Rather than seeing Ger-
many’s increased participation in military operations as a necessary adapta-
tion to an objectively changed reality, the book zooms in on the processes by 
which a particular and partial representation of said reality became widely 
accepted, thus making certain policy responses appear necessary and with-
out alternative. More specifcally, this book traces the replacement, over the 
past 30 years, of the Cold War security order by the discourse of networked 
security. The Cold War security order focused on the communist “East” as 
the central security threat to Germany and its allies. The Bundeswehr’s main 
purpose within the German grand strategy during the Cold War was to 
maintain a conventional deterrent and thus prevent war from ever occur-
ring. In contrast, the discourse of networked security identifed new, global-
ized threats—for example, armed confict, terrorism, mass migration, and 
environmental problems—as the most important security challenge after 
the end of the Cold War. To counter the new threats, Germany had to employ 
a networked security policy, combining diferent actors’ military and civil-
ian means in a unifed strategy and tackling new threats early on and at their 
place of origin. Military operations were articulated as an indispensable 
component within such a networked security policy. The central assump-
tion here is that there is a binary choice: either Germany commits to a more 
interventionist security policy (broadly understood), or it can passively wait 
for the new threats to reach Germany’s shores. 

The book not only traces this shift but provides an explanation for how 
this particular understanding managed to establish itself as the only legiti-
mate, rational way for German parliamentarians to understand the post– 
Cold War security environment. To explain how some discourses manage to 
be efective, garnering widespread acceptance, while others fail, a discourse 
theoretical approach highlights the importance of the construction of a 
broad equivalential chain of previously disparate social demands, the clear 
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identifcation of a radical Other standing in the way of realizing these 
demands, the provision of a unifying symbol (an empty signifer), and the 
project’s overall credibility against deeply sedimented discursive practices. 
In many respects, the project of networked security is almost an ideal-typical 
example of a successful hegemonic project. It enlisted an exceptionally 
broad range of disparate and (in the case of civilian confict prevention, e.g.) 
even contradictory demands, thus broadening the project’s appeal. It also 
clearly identifed a culprit, in the new threats, for the continued lack of peace 
and security after the end of the Cold War, and it formulated, with compre-
hensive/networked security, an equally unambiguous way forward that not 
only promised to overcome the most pressing problems but held the prom-
ise of creating a perfectly peaceful, safe, and just world. Although part of the 
project was to enable military operations abroad, including combat mis-
sions, it managed to draw on and incorporate central traditions of German 
foreign and security policy after 1945, including antimilitarism. In addition, 
it managed to sideline and even swallow up competing projects, most nota-
bly civilian confict prevention, which was originally advocated as an alter-
native to but became rearticulated as compatible with and even depending 
on military crisis management. Drawing on feminist and postcolonial schol-
arship, the book also shows how the project gained additional credibility by 
making use of established discourses on gender and modernity/coloniality. 

A brief discussion of the limitations of this study are in order. First, 
because it focuses on discursive production, it does not ofer any explana-
tion, much less a causal one, of why Germany increasingly participated in 
military operations after unifcation. Discourse, as it is understood here, 
does not cause policy actions but, rather, sets the broad framework within 
which certain policy options seem more or less appropriate, rational, feasi-
ble, and moral to pursue, with certain courses for action appearing self-
evident and without alternative, while others are not even entertained as 
serious possibilities. That framework does not mean that subjects are deter-
mined by discourse. Discourses are always dislocated, which not only leaves 
the subject with some modicum of wiggle room but often outright forces it 
to make decisions between options, of which usually none is unproblematic. 
Military interventions are a prime example for such tough decisions on an 
undecidable terrain (Stengel 2019a; Zehfuss 2018). As a consequence, a dis-
course theoretical explanation can outline the broad conditions of possibil-
ity of individual decisions, but it will unavoidably fall short of providing an 
explanation for why a certain decision has been made—precisely because 
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the subject is, in Laclau’s words, “entirely guileless” in the moment of deci-
sion (2014e: 51). 

Second, the book’s focus is clearly limited to the discourse of external 
security and only touches on questions of domestic security insofar as they 
are linked, in the discourse, to external security. I am not saying that the 
external/internal or international/domestic dichotomy is not unproblem-
atic (Walker 1993) or that the internal and the external could be neatly sepa-
rated in practice (Browning 2003; Eriksson and Rhinard 2009). However, the 
two are commonly treated as more or less separate in the discourse itself. 

Third, while the book provides an explanation for the establishment of 
out-of-area explanations as a social practice, it does not claim to explain how 
individual operations have been made possible. Some missions will likely be 
primarily justifed on “humanitarian” grounds (e.g., Allied Force), others 
with respect to German and/or Western security (e.g., Operation Enduring 
Freedom in Afghanistan). The focus of this book is on the justifcation of 
out-of-area operations as a means of German security policy, and individual 
justifcations of missions (or the refusal to participate, as in Libya) will not 
follow a universal blueprint and are likely to difer signifcantly. 

Fourth, because the book focuses on out-of-area operations as a social 
practice, a number of aspects that usually feature prominently in studies 
about (in particular, specifc) out-of-area operations—alliance solidarity and 
capability (Kaim 2007), the rearticulation of German history (Schwab-Trapp 
2003; Zehfuss 2007), shifts like the departure from the so-called Kohl doc-
trine (Zehfuss 2002: 129), or the changing position of the Green Party 
(Brunstetter and Brunstetter 2011)—do not receive detailed attention here. 
Instead, the book focuses specifcally on the linking of diferent discursive 
elements to demonstrate the functional aspects of the construction of a 
hegemonic project, at the expense of exhaustiveness and, to some extent at 
least, the fner nuances of the overall discourse.2 

Fifth, the analysis of gender and coloniality in the legitimation of mili-
tary operations is limited. While I have tried to weave feminist and postcolo-
nial arguments into it, the book’s analysis is not primarily postcolonial femi-
nist and unavoidably falls short of what such an analysis could achieve. As a 
result, while the book shows that gender and coloniality are, in my opinion 
at least, indispensable as analytical categories to make sense of German mili-

2. In that regard, see, in particular, Schwab-Trapp’s studies (2002, 2007) on the out-
of-area debate of the 1990s and the “war on terror.” 
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tary operations, the need for a more systematic and in-depth analysis along 
these lines persists. 

Sixth, its focus on parliamentary debates means that the book can only 
make claims regarding the hegemonization of networked security within 
the German Bundestag, not beyond it. The book proceeds from the assump-
tion that the Bundestag (and not, e.g., the mass media) is the central discur-
sive arena in which German foreign policy is constructed in discursive strug-
gles. It cannot demonstrate, largely for practical reasons, whether and how 
arguments voiced in the Bundestag are picked up elsewhere. 

Finally, the book is limited in regards to the period under investigation, 
which means that certain developments remain beyond its scope. Thus, 
while the book seeks to reconstruct how the historical antagonism between 
the FRG and its authoritarian predecessors has been articulated from the 
1980s onward, it does not provide an analysis of how, for example, the myth 
of the new Germany itself became hegemonic or how rearmament was dis-
cursively legitimized in the 1950s. Similarly, the analysis stops before the 
2014 Ukraine crisis, which was accompanied by securitization processes in 
Western countries, including Germany (Stahl et al. 2016). It falls on future 
research to examine how Russian hybrid warfare was articulated in the Ger-
man security discourse, for example, as a further incarnation of the new 
threats or as the return of “old school” great power politics. 

With its analysis of the German security discourse, the book contributes 
to a number of empirical and theoretical debates. To begin with, in provid-
ing a theoretical explanation for the out-of-area consensus, the book adds 
to our understanding of German foreign and security policy in a number of 
ways. First, most broadly, the book zooms in on meaning-making as a cru-
cial aspect of foreign policy decision-making, an aspect often neglected not 
just by rationalist approaches but also, paradoxically, by conventional con-
structivist studies, both of which tend to explain policy change as the result 
of an adaptation to a changed international reality. By putting meaning-
making center stage (also notably Hellmann 1999; Zehfuss 2002), the book 
not only zooms in on an important aspect of the politics involved in foreign 
policy decision-making that is often neglected (or only addressed in a 
metatheoretically inconsistent fashion) in the study of German foreign 
policy but, equally, reveals the taken-for-granted starting point of many 
studies (i.e., the assumption that reality is unproblematic) as ideological in 
the Laclauian sense. 

Second, more specifcally with respect to conventional constructivist 
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research on German foreign policy, the book reveals the insufcient concep-
tion of change at the heart of many constructivist studies (Baumann 2006). 
This shortcoming is closely linked to constructivists’ essentialist concep-
tions of “ideational” factors, like norms or identities, that presume for those 
factors a more or less clearly defned content that, once internalized by deci-
sion makers, somehow constrains behavior. Because they have to presume 
ideational factors as more or less stable, conventional constructivist 
approaches have a hard time explaining the apparent waxing and waning of 
antimilitarism’s constraining efect on policy choices, which does not sit 
easily with linear notions of ideational change, let alone static conceptions 
of ideational factors (Nonhof and Stengel 2014). 

As becomes clear in the book’s discussion of antimilitarism, a poststruc-
turalist perspective can provide a more adequate account of social change, 
because it can avoid any essentialist understandings of, for example, antimili-
tarism. The book makes clear that the relationship between military reticence 
and policy action is, at the very least, not one of constraint under all circum-
stances. As the book shows, arguments expressing support for military reti-
cence can be mobilized to make the case for more (not just less) military 
engagement or, more generally, to justify actionism (Steele 2019). Researchers 
thus need to pay close attention to exactly how discursive elements are artic-
ulated in specifc discourses. The book demonstrates the analytical added 
value of a poststructuralist approach that, based on anti-essentialist concep-
tions of meaning, zooms in on how discursive elements like antimilitarism 
change their meaning depending on how they are arranged vis-à-vis other 
elements. As such, a poststructuralist approach is more suited for the analysis 
of seemingly paradoxical politics, in which decision makers proclaim one 
thing but do the opposite. This aspect should be of broader interest, in par-
ticular (but not only), to students of Japanese foreign policy. Since the end of 
the Cold War, Japanese security policy has undergone a process of “normal-
ization” (Hughes 2009; Stengel 2007) that is equally difcult to fully grasp 
from a conventional constructivist perspective. As in the German case, schol-
ars concerned with Japanese foreign policy have begun to problematize 
essentialist understandings of war and peace (Hagström and Hanssen 2016) 
and to analyze, for example, the role of realist arguments in undermining 
pacifsm’s credibility as a viable alternative (Gustafsson et al. 2019). 

Third, the book zeroes in on a more general methodological problem 
(noted in the introduction) aficting conventional constructivist studies 
concerned with German foreign policy. Although constructivism is built on 
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the assumption of the “social construction of reality” (Berger and Luckmann 
1967), many constructivist studies of German foreign policy treat “reality” as 
unproblematic, claiming that the weakening of antimilitarist norms is due 
to, as Baumann and Hellmann (2001: 63) aptly sum up, a “reluctant adapta-
tion to a changing international environment”—as if that environment was 
directly accessible and not subject to processes of social construction, includ-
ing academics’ constructions. Even if one accepts Risse’s fair statement that 
nothing is “empirically eaten as hot, as it has been theoretically cooked” 
(Risse 2003), treating reality as a given amounts to an ad hoc abandonment 
of one’s own metatheoretical commitments. Emphasizing ideational factors 
alone does not make for a constructivist study, at least not a coherent one, 
and taking the meaning of facts as unproblematic means going back even on 
much of the early work of Wendt (1995)—a man not known for any post-
structuralist fts—where he emphasized the importance of meaning for the 
relevance of material factors. I argue that discourse theory provides a more 
(meta)theoretically consistent approach to the study of processes of social 
(or discursive) construction and avoids falling back on a naive realism and/ 
or empiricism that is untenable from a constructivist position. In highlight-
ing the importance of refexivity and the political nature of scholarship, this 
book points to a potential avenue for how constructivist research on Ger-
man foreign policy could avoid metatheoretical inconsistencies (see also 
Weller 2005). 

Fourth, the book demonstrates the added value of postcolonial and femi-
nist approaches to the study of German foreign and security policy. Aside 
from a few exceptions (e.g., Engelkamp and Ofermann 2012; Schoenes 2011; 
Shim and Stengel 2017; Ziai 2010), postcolonial and feminist perspectives 
remain severely underrepresented in a feld that sometimes gives the impres-
sion of being theoretically stuck at a mid-1990s level (Nonhof and Stengel 
2014: 42n5). In the context of security and defense policy more specifcally, 
this neglect is particularly problematic given the large number of studies 
that demonstrate the importance of gender and coloniality for the legitima-
tion of armed forces and military interventions (e.g., Eichler 2014; Masters 
2009; Muppidi 2012; Peterson 2010; Shepherd 2006). As the book shows, the 
hegemonization of networked security is hard to comprehend without tak-
ing into account the many ways in which the project draws on gendered 
behavioral expectations and conceptions of security policy as well as deeply 
engrained civilizationist representations of the Self and the non-Western 
Other. At the same time, because the book itself is limited in its engagement 
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with postcolonial feminist arguments, one of the most important lacunae in 
the study of German foreign policy remains a more systematic and in-depth 
analysis of the role of gender and coloniality. In that regard, the literature 
remains severely limited, and a dire need remains for further systematic and 
in-depth studies of these issues from a decidedly postcolonial feminist 
perspective. 

In addition to German foreign policy, the book makes a number of theo-
retical arguments in regard to issues in security studies, such as the formula-
tion and change of grand strategy and foreign policy more generally, pro-
cesses of securitization, and debates around the so-called identity-security 
nexus. First, an Essex School perspective provides a theoretical framework 
with which to explain grand strategic change (e.g., Miller 2010; Porter 2018). 
Recently, scholars concerned with grand strategy have turned their atten-
tion to the importance of legitimation and narratives for the formation and 
implementation of grand strategy (Goddard and Krebs 2015; Krebs 2015; 
Mitzen 2015). Understood from a discourse theoretical perspective, grand 
strategy is the product of security discourses; it emerges as the result of the 
replacement of one security order by another in hegemonic struggles over 
how best to secure the nation. As this book argues with respect to Germany’s 
networked security policy, the establishment of grand strategies rests, like 
any other hegemonic project, on the creation of a broad coalition through 
the construction of a chain of equivalent demands, the identifcation of a 
clear obstacle (which, in the case of security discourses, is also constructed as 
a physical security threat), the provision of a universal remedy to tackle the 
most important security challenges, and the active integration of sedi-
mented practices such as common national myths. 

Second, the book speaks to foreign policy change more generally. Explor-
ing discursive change as a vehicle to add to our understanding of foreign 
policy change, it should be of interest not only to critical constructivist and 
poststructuralist research in IR and International Political Sociology but, 
equally, to foreign policy researchers more generally.3 As numerous post-
structuralist studies have argued, discursive transformation and policy 
change are intimately bound up with each other (Holland 2011), and under-
standing how the former works adds to our understanding of the latter. This 
book makes a contribution to that understanding by analyzing a new case 

3. Foreign policy change has been explored from a number of diferent theoretical 
perspectives. See, inter alia, Barnett 1999; Blavoukos and Bourantonis 2014; Carls-
naes 1993; Gustavsson 1999; Hermann 1990; Subotić 2016; Welch 2005. 
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previously largely neglected (for notable exceptions, see Zehfuss 2002, 
2007). The majority of poststructuralist studies in IR have focused on the 
United States and the discourse of the “war on terror” specifcally (Croft 
2006; Evans 2013; Holland 2012; Krebs 2015; Lundborg 2012; Nabers 2015; 
Solomon 2014). Making the German case study particularly useful in this 
regard is that it shows how discourses such as that on the “war on terror” 
have to be rearticulated (or translated, if you will: see Stritzel 2014) to be cred-
ible for diferent audiences in light of contingent sedimented practices. 

Third, the formulation and transformation of grand strategy is inti-
mately bound up with processes of threat construction or securitization, as 
grand strategy unavoidably involves the identifcation of the most impor-
tant security threats to be countered. Thus, most basically, a discourse the-
oretical perspective conceptualizes security threats as the contingent and 
temporary result of discursive struggles. A discourse theoretical perspective 
provides a theoretical “model” that can shed light on how some securitiz-
ing moves manage to transform themselves into successful securitizations 
and how securitizations are linked to (demands for) extraordinary means 
in discourse (see Rothe 2015; Stengel 2019b). At the same time, a discourse 
theoretical perspective highlights the sometimes precarious, unstable, and 
even contradictory nature of securitization (Zimmermann 2017). In the 
German case, in particular, the connection (relation of equivalence) 
between military operations, on one hand, and peace and security as pol-
icy goals as well as civilian measures, on the other, proves to be highly dif-
fcult to credibly sustain in light of the sedimented discursive practices that 
structure German security discourse. Most notably, antimilitarism and 
widespread assumptions about the adequateness of military operations for 
addressing policy problems such as climate change or mass migration (i.e., 
causal beliefs) provide a signifcant obstacle for such articulations and 
make constant articulatory work necessary to keep the discourse in place. 
Linked to securitization and the legitimation of extraordinary means is the 
larger question of the social (i.e., discursive) construction of (il)legitimacy 
(Hurrelmann et al. 2009; Schmidtke and Nullmeier 2011; Zürn, et al. 2012), 
specifcally in regard to the use of military violence and, on the fip side, 
pacifsm.4 

Fourth, an Essex School perspective helps us navigate the pitfalls of the 

4. On the legitimation of the use of force, see, e.g., Bjola 2005; Nuñez-Mietz 2018; 
O’Driscoll 2018; Zehfuss 2018. On pacifsm in IR, see Hutchings 2017; R. Jackson 
2019; the contributions to the frst issue of Global Society 34 (2020). 
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identity-security nexus (Bilgic 2014; Cho 2012; Mälksoo 2015; Rumelili 
2015), that is, the question of exactly how processes of identity formation 
and threat construction are linked. That debate, in turn, is closely linked to 
the literature on ontological security (Kinnvall et al. 2018; Kinnvall and Mit-
zen 2017; Mitzen 2006; Steele 2008; Subotić 2016). In particular, early post-
structuralist studies in IR have highlighted the close links between processes 
of identity formation and the construction of a threatening outside. 
Although scholars have also explored diferent types of Self/Other relation-
ships (e.g., Doty 1996), poststructuralist studies have faced the criticism of 
confating the physical and ontological constructions of security threats 
(Rumelili 2015). In my opinion, discourse theory ofers a clearer conceptual 
framework here, distinguishing social antagonism as an ontological neces-
sity for any identity construction from the contingent articulation, at the 
ontic level, of physical security threats. Put simply, identity formation can 
but need not involve the construction of an Other as a physical threat (secu-
ritization). The same understanding applies, I argue, to othering (the con-
struction of an Other as somehow inferior) or enmity. Identity formation 
does, however, require the antagonistic construction of an Other as an 
obstacle to the realization of equivalent demands and, symbolically, a fully 
constituted identity. Antagonism, then, is much closer to an ontological 
than to a physical security threat and much more fundamental than the 
construction of such threats. Thus, an Essex School perspective ofers, in 
principle, a useful conceptual tool kit for disentangling identity formation 
from physical threat construction and for more systematically analyzing the 
identity-security nexus. 

Fifth, the exploration of the changing meaning of antimilitarism, in par-
ticular, speaks to constructivist debates about norms,5 especially more recent 
critical contributions that highlight the ambiguity and contestedness of 
norms and problematize the politics involved in norm research.6 Discourse 
theory provides not only an ontological framework that can capture why 
norms are notoriously ambiguous and contested (Niemann and Schillinger 
2017; Wiener 2014) but also a useful way to think through how certain norms 
emerge (Rosert 2019), are contested, change, weaken, erode (Rosert and 
Schirmbeck 2007; Zimmermann and Deitelhof 2019) and vanish (Panke 

5. Norm dynamics have been a prominent topic in constructivist research since the 
1990s (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998, 2001). 
6. See, e.g., Deitelhof and Zimmermann 2013; Engelkamp and Glaab 2015; 

Engelkamp et al. 2012, 2013; Epstein 2017; Hofus et al. 2014; Ulbert 2012. 
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and Petersohn 2012). This book has only briefy touched on these issues in its 
discussion of antimilitarism, but it lends support for an argument in favor of 
a reconceptualization of norms, including international ones, as the contin-
gent, temporary, and context-dependent products of ongoing discursive 
struggles. To my knowledge, the only contribution that explores norm 
dynamics from a discourse theoretical perspective is Renner’s (2013) study of 
reconciliation. Examining to what extent discourse theory can ofer insights 
into diferent facets of norm dynamics seems like a fruitful area for further 
research. 

Finally, the present book contributes to our understanding of processes 
of hegemonization, which is relevant for both IR studies inspired by the 
Essex School and discourse theory.7 So far, the majority of empirical studies 
have highlighted the importance of single signifers or demands that assume 
the representation of the totality of equivalent demands (e.g., Nabers 2009; 
Nonhof 2006; Wullweber 2014). In contrast to the ideal-typical model of 
hegemonization, the project of networked security was constructed (like the 
preceding project of comprehensive security) not around a single empty sig-
nifer but around what I have called a “blurred empty signifer,” that is, a 
cluster of signifers referring to broadly the same demand. This blurriness, I 
have argued, was crucial in enabling the acceptance of the hegemonic proj-
ect across party lines, because it allowed discourse participants to accept the 
project while simultaneously claiming it to be new. In addition, the hege-
monization of networked security provides insight into how hegemoniza-
tion need not necessarily be as straightforward as discourse theory suggests. 
The hegemonization of networked security departs from the ideal-typical 
model insofar as its original formulation was much narrower in scope. When 
the project of comprehensive security emerged, it was focused on the Ger-
man policy of confict prevention; only after 9/11 did it expand to include 
the entire security discourse. In a way, the German discourse on confict pre-
vention functioned as an “incubator” for what would later emerge as the 
new security order, including, but not limited to, the German policy of con-
fict prevention. Moreover, empirical analysis suggests that the hierarchical 
ordering of diferent signifers is more complex than expected. Empirical 

7. A small but growing literature in IR draws on the Essex School to theorize change 
in international politics. See Biego  2016; Eberle 2019; Herschinger 2011; Nabers 
2015; Nymalm 2013; Ostermann 2018; Renner 2013; Rothe 2015; Solomon 2014; 
Wodrig 2017; Wojczewski 2018; contributions to the second issue of New Political Sci-
ence vol. 41 (2019). 
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studies inspired by discourse theory often seem to suggest two basic levels of 
signifers: privileged empty (or master) signifers and (subordinated) equiva-
lent moments in the chain. The example of (counter)terrorism discussed in 
chapter 5 makes clear that certain signifers can function as central anchor 
points that are indispensable for the functioning of a discourse, without 
assuming the role of an empty signifer in the narrow sense. 

In highlighting the importance of gender and coloniality for credibility, 
this book makes the case for discourse theorists to more explicitly engage 
with other critical perspectives, such as feminist and postcolonial scholar-
ship (see also Nabers 2015). More often than not and certainly in the case of 
security policy, the sedimented practices that lend credibility to certain dis-
courses often draw on, for example, more established gendered discourses or 
those infuenced by civilizationism and/or modernity/coloniality. Thus, 
while discourse theory ofers a convincing general “model” of hegemony, it 
makes sense to combine it with more specifc arguments to grasp the discur-
sive patterns on which discourses draw for credibility and why they are con-
vincing in a specifc context. That recommendation does not mean that any 
empirical study necessarily has to focus on gender and coloniality specif-
cally. In the context of “Western” military interventions, one would be hard-
pressed to provide a compelling explanation without taking gender and 
coloniality into account, but in diferent circumstances, scholars might 
want to draw on other approaches, such as critical military studies (Basham 
et al. 2015; Stavrianakis and Stern 2018), critical race theory (Crenshaw 2011; 
Mills 2014), critical whiteness studies (Nayak 2007), research on neoliberal-
ism (Springer et al. 2017) or critical geopolitics (Ó Tuathail 1996), among oth-
ers. In general, the present study shows that it can be very useful to comple-
ment a general discourse theoretical framework with other critical 
perspectives, depending on the topic under investigation. 

Overall, the book makes the case for the added value of a discourse theo-
retical approach for the study of social change in international relations and 
foreign policy. Through the notions of equivalence, antagonism, representa-
tion, and sedimented practices, discourse theory ofers a general model of 
social change that, in principle, should be applicable to an exceptionally 
broad range of phenomena of concern to IR scholars. Above all, this study 
demonstrates that any analysis of foreign policy change, norm dynamics, 
the erosion of taboos, and the legitimation of controversial policies has to 
place the discursive construction of reality front and center. 
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