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Abstract

In light of the current security environment, with the Russian invasion of Ukraine, rising
geopolitical tension and a shift towards less reliance on American security guarantees, the
European Commission has released several proposals on how to secure the Union. The White
Paper for European Defence — Readiness 2030 and the Preparedness Union Strategy,
focusing on military and civilian aspects of security which can in its totality be seen as a total
defence approach, are the main papers under investigation in this paper. This dissertation
investigates the stories that the EU institutions tell about the current security situation, how
the EU proposes to defend itself, as well as the challenges and tensions that may hinder the
implementation of the proposals. The study is conducted using narrative analysis with an
ontological security perspective of recent security and defence proposals released by the
European Commission and complementary sources. The Commission is telling a story about
the EU as a peace project which is threatened by the shifting global context, with Russia’s
war in Ukraine and the re-election of President Trump in the US. This security situation
demands urgent action to protect the peaceful identity and values of the Union, notably in
terms of arms procurement and civilian preparedness initiatives. The narrative is challenged
by some member state leaders, who perceive threat differently than the Commission, as well
as certain groups in the European Parliament. The implementation of the proposals may then
be hindered when voted on in the European Council and European Parliament in summer
2025. Thus, the proposals are challenged by the polarised political landscape in the Union
which may lead to the proposals not achieving the intended outcome in terms of security and

defence for the EU.




Table of Contents

Lo IRIPOQUCIION ... ettt ettt b ettt ettt ettt ene e 4
2 RESEATCI AESTN ...ttt 8
2.1 TRHEOFY ...ttt ettt h kb btk h e h b bttt ettt eneane s 8
2.2 MEROAOIOZY ...ttt ettt ettt b et a et ae et et e eae e eaeenae 9
2.3 DAEQ ..ottt b ettt ettt e h ettt eaee e 11
2e SCOPC ..ottt ettt ettt e h ettt et e e 12
3. CORIOXT ...ttt ettt ettt et e b e ot e e e ot e bt e s et e bt et e bt et e e nnt e et e enneenbee e 13
3.1 Historical background to security and defence cooperation in the EU...............c.ccoccvvveiinienennnnn. 13
3.2 What is proposed and what does it entail for European SECUFItY? ..............ccoociioueoierienieeaieeeee e 15
3.3 TOUAI AESEIICE ...ttt n ettt ene s 17
3.5 Preparedness ANd REAMINESS..............cccueiueiiuieiie i eeiee et eeieeete et s e estee s e e s e st e asaesaseabaessseesaessseeseesens 18
3.6 PrevViOUS RESEAFCH. ..ottt ettt et ettt ettt ettt n e 18
3.6.1 TRIRK TARK FEDOVLS ...ttt ettt et e et e et e s ab e e ssee s et e ensaeeabeesaesnseessaesnseanseeenns 19
3.6.2 European integration in SeCUrity And defERCe ..................cccvueviiveeiieeiieiieiie et 20
. ARGIYSIS ..ottt ettt h et b e te b e ta b e st teenbeete et eaeenns 23
4.1 The narrative Of the EU INSHIULIONS .............c..ccoccueieecieiieieeeieeseeeeeie e eae e esessaessessaesseessesseessesseesenssennas 23
4.2 Tensions to the narrative of the EU MNSHIULIONS ...............cc.ccooeieceeriiiiei ettt eeee s 28
5. DiSCUSSION QNA CONCIUSTON ..........ccoeiiiiiiiiiiieiieieee ettt 31
0. REOFEIICES ...ttt ettt 34



1. Introduction
The security environment for Europe is currently changing, and the Russian annexation of
Crimea in 2014 can be seen as a starting point for this period of change. Since Russia’s full-
scale invasion of Ukraine, Europe is increasingly realising the depth of Russian imperial
ambitions as the war on Ukraine enters its third year. The re-election of President Trump for
his second term in 2025 in the US has also been followed by a rapprochement towards Russia
and decreasing support for Ukraine. The rhetoric from the American administration is that
European and other NATO allies must spend more on their defence and cannot rely on US
protection to the same extent any longer. Against this backdrop, European leaders are
progressively realizing that Europe needs to assume responsibility for its own security and
defence. Considering this, EU-level defence cooperation is increasingly viewed as a strategic
necessity and the European Commission has produced several proposals, namely the White
Paper for European Defence — Readiness 2030 which encompasses the ReArm Europe Plan/
Readiness 2030, and a Preparedness Union Strategy. This dissertation will investigate how
the EU proposes to defend itself in the current geopolitical context and which narratives on
European defence are present in this debate. Moreover, it considers whether these
developments fulfil long held goals of collective European defence, an idea that has long

been contentious due to member states wanting to retain sovereignty in security and defence.

The proposals outlined above are heavily inspired by two major reports that the Commission
released during 2024, namely the Draghi report and the Niinisto report. These two reports,
especially the Niinisto report, are the foundations for the Preparedness Union Strategy as well
as a White Paper for European Defence — Readiness 2030 has been released in spring 2025
by the European Commission. The measures proposed in the White Paper for European
Defence and Preparedness Union Strategy will be voted on the 26-27 of June 2025 (European
Commission, 2025b), which means that it is still uncertain what these proposals develop into.
The Commission and other EU institutions use a narrative of increasing threat towards the
Union due to the Russian invasion of Ukraine and shifting US priorities. The narrative
appeals for member states to unite along shared values of peace and democracy. They also
highlight material incentives of lowering cost by shared procurement and investment in
defence industry. However, this view is not shared all over the Union, as states that are
geographically far from Russia, such as Spain and Italy, feel less threatened by the risk of a

Russian invasion and may regard other security risks as more acute, such as natural disasters



(Lund, 2025). This may be an obstacle for the proposal being voted on. Further, the Union
suffers from polarisation and the rise of populist and far right parties, of which some actors

are rather friendly towards Russia.

Total defence, or a whole of society approach to defence, has been part of security policy in
some European countries for many years, but the developments that can be seen as the
building blocks of a European total defence (Engberg, 2025), are very recent. These
proposals are unique as to how they introduce a civilian aspect into EU security and defence
policy, which is new in EU-context. The aim of this thesis is to consider how an EU policy of
preparedness and total defence might develop, in light of past attempts at European security
and defence integration. The reasons behind the Commission's timing and the story it tells
about European security through these proposals will be investigated. A narrative approach
will be used as it allows an analysis of stories that are told in the texts. Using a narrative
approach will be helpful to understand the stories of threat and danger as well as the stories of
what the EU aims to protect. Throughout the proposals from the Commission, the importance
of European values is emphasised and how these values do not adhere to the Russian
worldview. The threats that Europe perceives as pressing are great power rivalry from China,
Russia’s territorial ambitions and declining security commitments of the US. It is repeatedly
mentioned in the White Paper for European Defence — Readiness 2023 that “our way of life”
is directly threatened (European Commission, 2025c¢: 2,4). Thus, it is not only the European
territory which is under threat, but also the European values of human dignity, freedom,

democracy, equality, rule of law and human rights (European Union, n.d.).

Integration in the policy areas of security and defence has historically been slow, and it is
therefore important to review the new proposals that have been introduced from the
Commission during the latter part of 2024 and beginning of 2025. To date, the recent
Commission proposals have not generated much academic analysis but think tank reports
have been positive towards defence initiatives from the European Commission, as deeper
integration and investments defence is generally considered a strategic necessity. These think
tank reports, however, highlight challenges to implementation and the risk that the initiatives
may lead to fragmentation rather than deeper integration. The authors highlight that common
European defence initiatives have been contentious as member states have wanted to retain
sovereignty over their defence and defence industry. Thus, think tank reports raise questions

on the possibilities for implementation and governance of increased EU defence integration



(Engberg, 2025; Mauro, 2025; Santopinto, 2025). There is a large body of literature on total
defence and civilian preparedness for defence in the EU, however it is mostly from a nation
state-perspective of analysing empirical cases, which is the case also with very recent
accounts such as Rongved (2025). Further, there is a large body of literature on the Common
Foreign and Security Policy as well as on the Common Security and Defence policy, but this
literature focuses largely on historical and legal aspects of the respective policies (Allen,
2012; Hix and Heyland, 2011; Koutrakos, 2013). There is also a significant body of literature
on European integration in security and defence from different aspects, both as individual
case studies and with a policy perspective and as narrative and discourse analyses. However,
as the policies which can be considered building blocks of a European total defence are very
new, the thesis adds to previous literature on integration in defence and security with a
narrative approach from the perspective of ontological security, values and Europe as a peace

project.

Considering the changing security context and recent proposals, the research questions are
thus;
- What narratives of insecurity are deployed by the European Commission in its
proposals for increased defence spending and civilian preparedness of the EU?
- What challenges and tensions can be identified with regards to these defence plans

among member states?

The focus within of this thesis concerns how these proposals entail deeper integration in
defence, notably defence investment and industry as well as civilian preparedness and what
the discourses are on this topic. This study is limited to policy documents, mainly the White
Paper for European Defence — Readiness 2030, as well as official statements and newspaper
articles. As the European Council is expected to deliberate these proposals and vote on them
in June 2025, and the European Parliament also has vote in favour of the proposals for them
to pass, no results are expected until after June 2025. The study is limited up to 1 June 2025.
The aim of the dissertation is not to analyse a specific action in depth but rather the general
direction of and narratives that guide the proposed EU security collaboration. What narratives

drive EU security and are they based on shared values or more rationalist incentives?

The structure of the paper is as follows; after the introduction, theory and research methods
are presented and discussed. The theory that is used is ontological security, security of the

self, which allows to understand how the EU perceives threat and action. The method is



narrative analysis using the Freistein et al. (2024) approach as it allows to analyse the story
the EU institutions are telling about security and how it relates to identity and values. The
third chapter follows, where the background and previous research are discussed. As the
proposals under investigation are very recent, there is not much literature on these specific
proposals. Therefore, think tank reports which analyse the White Paper for European Defence
— Readiness 2030 and the Preparedness Union Strategy form the previous research section
along with scholarly literature on European security and defence collaboration, total defence,
readiness and European integration in security. The analysis is conducted in chapter four,
where the narrative and how it is related to ontological security is analysed. In chapter five,
the results are discussed followed by the conclusion. It is argued that incentives for deeper
integration in security and defence in the EU are related both to shared values and the EU as a
peace project, as well as material incentives of economic benefits. As the EU is rather
polarised, these values are not shared equally across all political movements in the Union. It
is argued that the proposals under analysis may not be as forceful as they are intended to be,
as Council decisions regarding foreign and security policy must be voted unanimously. Thus,

there is a risk that these proposals do not achieve the intended outcome.



2. Research design
The aim of this chapter is to introduce the theory and research methods which will be used in
the analysis of the current security situation in Europe and how the European Commission

proposes to defend itself.

2.1 Theory

The EU is telling a story about the current security context where the current security
situation is portrayed as an existential threat to its values and identity. Therefore, to
understand and analyse this, ontological security is a relevant theoretical concept as it focuses
on security of the self and identity. Thus, the theoretical perspective that will be guiding this
paper is ontological security using narrative analysis, which is a widely used approach
security in how it accounts for identity and fear as part of how security is percieved. As the
security situation in Europe is changing, there are accounts of an increasing feeling of
insecurity among EU citizens, which cannot be accounted for only in terms of the threat to
physical security that EU citizens may perceive (Kinnvall et al., 2018). Important for
understanding this phenomenon is thus an approach of ontological security where security
and identity are linked. “An ontological security approach provides leverage for
understanding how fears and anxieties at group, state, and EU level have psycho-
sociopolitical effects that shape political movements, policy debates, and European security”
(Kinnvall et al., 2018: 250). This approach is meaningful for understanding how the debate
around increased collaboration on security and defence at the EU-level is shaped by identities
and fears. An ontological approach to security has been introduced to international relations
as a means for understanding security of being, connected to feelings of fear, crisis and
anxiety. Ontological security can also be analysed at the EU level, in terms of the EU as a

security provider and a peace project (Kinnvall et al., 2018: 250-251).

An ontological security approach to security in the EU has similarities to critical social
theory, while ontological security does provide a more holistic approach to security (Kinnvall
et al., 2018: 255). This approach allows for a psychosocial understanding of security and a
nuanced use of critical approaches to the EU and group security and allows for the study of
crises (Kinnvall et al., 2018: 254). An ontological security perspective to the current policy
proposals from the Commission allows to analyse the identity of the EU as a whole and not

as the sum of specific member states.



Mitzen (2006) argues that ontological security is as essential to states as physical security. Of
course, the EU is not a state but a Union with institutions that have certain state-like features.
For the EU, ontological security is concerned with its presumed role as a security provider
and community as well as a peace project onto which symbols and imaginations are being
projected to create identity (Kinnvall et al., 2018: 251). Kinnvall et al. (2018: 261) propose
that when studying ontological security in relation to the EU, the analytical frame must
always include the interpersonal/group, state and inter-state levels of analysis. They argue
that ontological security research must go beyond state-centric research strategies when
analysing discourses and narratives and practices (Kinnvall et al., 2018: 261). Bearing on
this, an ontological security theoretical approach is useful for understanding how identity and
values are part of the EU perception of security and to what extent these identities are part of
the proposed strategies from the Commission to manage the current security landscape. The
current security situation is affecting how the EU sees its role as a provider of peace and
security, while certain member states do not share this interpretation of the role of the EU and

what action the EU institutions need to be take.

2.2 Methodology

The method used for research will be a narrative analysis using textual sources. Through
narratives, humans make sense the world and produce meaning, create a Self and an Other
and articulate intentions (Bochner and Herrman, 2020: 286; Wibben, 2016: 61-62). Time,
memory and narrative are thus linked (Bochner and Herrman, 2020: 286), which means that
there is an aspect of historicity in narratives. In narrative analysis as well as in interpretive
research in general, the researcher is part of the data and the research involves the subjectivity
of researcher and participant (Bochner and Herrman, 2020). Fairclough and Fairclough
(2015: 187) explain that it is essential to be aware of the inherently political nature of
political texts when they are analysed, and that the analysis will depend on how politics are
perceived. The aim of analysing political discourse is to analyse representations and how they
serve power (Fairclough and Fairclough, 2015: 191). A narrative approach to language does
not assume that it can be easily understood or that what is said is what is meant, rather it
considers language not only as what is communicated but also what is understood (Wibben,
2016: 62). Recognizing the importance of language means that inquiry must be made about

the process of representation and interpretation.



Freistein et al. (2024) distinguish between different approaches available to international
relations scholars when conducting narrative analysis. They broadly distinguish between
narratives as strategy, narratives as scholarly intervention and narratives as social practice.
Freistein et al. (2024:3) first approach of strategic narratives and ontological security
concerns for strategy making, change and agency that resonates the most with the research
aims of this paper. The aim of this dissertation is to understand incentives and drivers at the
policy level, to understand the agency of EU institutions and other powerful actors as well as
the stories they tell on how threat is perceived and what should be defended. Thus, it is useful
to engage with official documents as a main source with the addition of visual elements from
the Commission web pages, as is proposed by Freinstein et al. (2024:3), in their approach to
narratives as social practice. This is important because visual elements are part of the
narrative that is being conveyed, and they will be used as an element for understanding the
story the Commission is telling European citizens. Narrative analysis in international
relations should be a critical practice and aim at understanding how narratives are shaped and
how they appeal to certain audiences as well as to whose benefit they are told (Freistein et al.,
2024: 4). This resonates well with the aims of this thesis, which are to understand the
narratives on European security and defence and what the possibilities and tensions are for

deeper integration.

Narratives are defined as a “...communicative discursive representations of events with
temporal sequence and/or causal relations in the form of a plot, carried by characterization of
roles, and drawing on socially relevant topoi and motifs” in Freinstein et al. (2024: 6). In their
proposed methodology for studying narratives in international relations, there are three levels
of analysis which are always present, the plot, characterization and topoi. Analysing the plot
entails untangling the ways in which relations between characters and events are depicted and
uncovering how events are arranged to make sense in a way that may exclude other accounts
(Freistein et al., 2024: 8). The second element of a narrative is characterization, relating to the
establishment of roles, such as protagonists and antagonists who drive elements related to the
plot. The characters and constellations between them are inherently connected to the plot and
establish normative claims about what is right and what is wrong. The third constitutive
element of the narrative is the topoi, which are the conceptual range from which the narrative
draws and can be understood as shared reservoirs of key ideas. The narrative can draw from
these to link up to specific debates or strands of discourse (Freistein et al., 2024: 10). This
will be applied to the analysis of EU initiatives by situating the stories that are told within

10



other strands of discursive practice and how they link to ongoing debates. Aside from the
three constitutive elements of the narrative, there are other analytical components that can be
helpful; performativity, affect, fantasy and relationality. Performativity allows to analyse
non-textual elements such as visual elements, while affect is a means to analyse the emotions
that a specific narrative brings up. Fantasy refers to how the narrative activates desire and
visions that may be completely unrealistic but still appeal to the audience. Finally,

relationality is a tool for analysing relations of power within the narrative (Freistein et al.,

2024: 11-15).

For the EU, identity is largely built on the idea of the EU as a peace project and as a uniting
force of democracy in Europe. In the documents under scrutiny, the story that is told about
the current security situation is that geopolitical changes are happening that affect the security
of Europe. It is highlighted that these changes are due to the Russian territorial ambitions
with support from states like Iran and North Korea, as well as shifting US priorities and
strategic competition from China. As values and identity are highlighted in the narrative,
what needs to be defended is not only the European territory but also the European way of
life, with open and free prosperous democratic societies where human rights and rule of law
are protected. The main actors are the EU with its institutions and member states, the
protagonist, and the antagonists are mainly countries that adhere to an illiberal worldview,
namely Russia and China and to a lesser extent Iran and North Korea. The US is also a key
actor which is portrayed as an ally that has somewhat shifted their priorities. The story is
focused on the EU having to rearm to defend itself, both with military and civilian means,

and ensure a prosperous future that will only benefit from rearmament.

The Freistein et al. (2024) conceptual framework will be used for analysing the narratives
present in the EU Commissions proposals for increasing collaboration on security and
defence among the member states and for understanding the role of identity and values in the

proposals.

2.3 Data
The data under analysis will be the White Paper for European Defence/Readiness 2023

report, the Preparedness Union Strategy and the Niinisto report as well as member state

leader responses found on in newspaper articles and public opinion found in Eurobarometer
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polls. As is commonplace in interpretive research and proposed by Freistein et al. (2024),

presentation of these reports and their associated web pages will also be analysed.

2.4 Scope

This paper aims to analyse current developments in terms of the defence capabilities of the
EU, focussing on the developments during the latter part of 2024 and first months of 2025.
Historical aspects will also be taken into account. No developments after 1 of June 2025 will
be considered. This period is meaningful because of how the security landscape has changed
in recent years and for European states with regards to the Russian invasion of Ukraine as
well as the re-election of Donald Trump for his second term as US president. The new
Commission is in office since the second half of 2024, and it is meaningful to analyse how
the new Commission takes on the issue of guaranteeing European security. The narratives
that will be studied are only the proposals made from the European Commission as well as
the responses from member state leaders in official statements and newspaper articles, and

other sources of information are thus outside of the scope of the thesis.

This chapter has introduced the theory, ontological security, and the method, narrative
analysis, which will be used to analyse the proposals of the European Commission which can
be seen as building blocks for a European total defence. The following chapter will introduce
the context as to why the Commission has released the proposals in question and what the
proposals encompass, as well as the historical background to European security and defence

cooperation and previous research.
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3. Context

This chapter aims to introduce the context in which the dissertation is situated, with regards
to the historical background of security and defence cooperation in the EU, as well as what
the Commission proposes to defend Europe in the current context. Further, the concepts of
total defence, preparedness and readiness are discussed, followed by previous research
focussing mainly on think tank reports and scholarly literature on European integration in

security and defence.

3.1 Historical background to security and defence
cooperation in the EU

Collaboration on security and defence in the European Union has been a contested issue over
the years. Efforts to integrate in this area date back to the 1950s with the proposal to create a
European Defence Community within the European Community (EC), which ultimately
failed to materialise because member states wanted to retain sovereignty over their security
and defence policies. For many years thereafter, EC security and defence cooperation was
shaped primarily by responses to external developments, rather than through sustained
intergovernmental coordination (Moser and Blockmans, 2024: 590). The Common Foreign
and Security Policy, CFSP, was established with the Maastricht Treaty in 1993 and instituted
the capacity of the European Council to take foreign policy decisions (Hix and Heyland,
2011: 311-315). A milestone was the Saint-Malo Declaration in 1998, which aimed to create
a European pillar within NATO, and significant step towards increasing integration in the
matter. The role of a High Representative for Foreign Affairs was established in 1999.
The Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) followed and was developed under the
Amsterdam Treaty and declared operational in 2001(Allen, 2012: 587). The aim of the CSDP
was to allow the EU to play its full role in as an international organisation and respond to
international threats and crises. It also marked a conceptual shift from a focus on collective
defence to broader security concerns, allowing member states to retain sovereignty over their
national defence capabilities (Koutrakos, 2013: 18—19). Before this, there was a conflict of
interest between the states that wanted to remain under the security umbrella of the US,
notably the UK, and those that wanted less reliance on the US, notably France. With the
Lisbon Treaty in 2009, a mutual assistance clause was established in the Treaty of the
European Union, which states that in case of armed aggression on an EU member state, the
member states have an obligation to aid and assist with all means in their power (Koutrakos,

2013: 68). After the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, the EU released its first
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comprehensive defence strategy, the Strategic Compass, which has enabled sanctions on
Russia and provision of military support to Ukraine, among other things (Fiott, 2023: 447).
While the inclusion of a military dimension in CFSP was once contentious, with
member states like the UK preferencing US alignment (Allen 2012: 644—645) today the
situation is different. Today, many within EU institutions as well as member states seem to
regard EU-level defence collaboration as a necessary development in light of the current

security context.

The Commission has, in light of the changing security environment and economic situation
that Europe faces, released reports which propose solutions, as mentioned in the introduction.
The report “The future of European competitiveness: A competitiveness strategy for Europe”
by Mario Draghi, former president of the European Central Bank, was released in the summer
of 2024. The report highlights how the EU is lagging behind other major economic actors
with regards to economic and industrial competitiveness, and how innovation is hampered by
EU regulations (Draghi, 2024). The report clearly states that Europe has extensive external
dependencies for advanced technologies and critical raw materials that can become
vulnerabilities, as a large part of the imports the EU has are dependent on countries that are
not strategically aligned. Thus, there is a risk of trade in the EU halting because of changes in
the geopolitical context (Draghi, 2024: 54). Further, it is argued in the report that the EU
must invest in research and development within the defence industry in order to maintain
technological competitiveness in its defence industry, as well as ensure that there is not
competition between member states on what is produced (Draghi, 2024: 59). The Draghi
report suggests that the EU must focus on decarbonisation, reducing dependencies and

strengthening the industrial base, also the defence industrial base (Draghi, 2024).

In the months after the Draghi report was released, former President of Finland Sauli Niinisto
authored the report “Safer together: Strengthening Europe’s Civilian and Military
Preparedness and Readiness”. This report focuses on preparedness for crises and a whole-of-
society approach to security. The Niinisto report introduces the security needs of Europe
today by stating that the EU foreign, security and defence policies were authored in a time
when the external threats to the EU were historically low and thus do not keep the security
need of Europe at their core (Niinisto, 2024: 4). The proposals in the Niinisto report aim to

change this by building preparedness, which starts with a shift of mindset according to the
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report (Niinistd, 2024: 5). In the approach to preparedness presented in the report, civilians
are at the core. This entails increasing the awareness of risk as well as building psychological
resilience in order to withstand the increasing psychological pressure during crises and media
literacy to withstand disinformation and foreign interference (Niinistd, 2024: 73). One
proposal is to promote a target of 72 hours of self-reliance in case of emergency, where
citizens are expected to be able to provide for themselves at the initial phase of a crisis

(Niinisto, 2024: 76).

3.2 What is proposed and what does it entail for European security?
The White Paper for European Defence — Readiness 2030 presents several proposals to
secure Europe. It is clarified that member states will remain responsible for their own troops
and that the EU will support and coordinate member state efforts to strengthen the defence
industrial base and defence readiness Firstly, it is proposed that critical capability gaps are
closed by investment in military hardware and equipment. Key areas of defence capabilities
are identified as air and missile defence that protects against a full spectrum of air threats,
artillery systems and military mobility, among other areas (European Commission, 2025b: 7).
It is proposed that the “collaborative dividend” in procurement, caused by lack of
collaboration that has led to additional costs for member states, are closed by collaborative
procurement (European Commission, 2025c¢: 8). Military mobility is highlighted as an area
where regulations need to be streamlined across the EU to ensure that troops and equipment
can move freely. The EU proposes to facilitate financing, rapid grants of construction and
environmental permits for defence industrial projects and facilitating exchange of sensitive
information. With regards to support to Ukraine, is proposed that the EU increases their
support to Ukraine and provide artillery ammunition, air defence systems, train and equip
Ukrainian brigades and enhance military mobility to ensure smooth delivery of military
assistance. Further, the EU aims to associate Ukraine to EU initiatives to develop defence
capabilities and integrate respective defence industries, as Ukraine has rapidly developed its
defence and industrial innovation capabilities since the start of the invasion (European
Commission, 2025c: 9—11). It is proposed that the EU should reduce strategic dependencies
of material to create a joint platform for purchase of critical raw materials such as
semiconductors. The White paper for European Defence also declares the aim of creating a
market for defence equipment as proposed in the Letta report on competitiveness, Much

defence spending is proposed, based on the statement that EU spending on defence remains
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lower than that of the US, Russia and China. Thus, the Security Action for Europe instrument
is supposed to back EU member states with loans up to 150 billion euros, especially
promoting joint procurement between two or more states. It is proposed that deviation from
the agreed expenditure path will be allowed through the coordinated activation of the
National Escape Clause of the Growth and Stability pact. The Commission argues that this
initiative could liberate 800 billion euros for defence investment in the next four years
(European Commission, 2025c¢: 16). The last chapter of the White Paper emphasises the
security partnerships that the EU and its member states has, and the importance of NATO, the
US, the UK, Norway, Canada, candidate and neighbouring countries as well as Turkey, Indo-
Pacific partners and India. The way forward that is proposed is that member states increase
collaborative procurement to 40% as proposed in the European Defence Industry Strategy,
EDIS, as well as agree on ambitious new support to Ukraine and integrate Ukrainian defence

industry to the single market (European Commission, 2025c).

The Preparedness Union Strategy proposes to shift the EU stance of reactivity to crises
towards proactiveness and resilience. A whole-of-government and whole-of-society approach
is proposed, as well as and an integrated all hazards approach to preparedness, meaning that
the full spectrum of natural and human induced threat is covered and all relevant actors from
local to EU level as well as citizens and organisations take part. Proposals include improving
collaboration and coordination across actors and member states, adopting minimum
preparedness requirements in line with disaster resilience goals and NATO baseline
requirements and ensuring supply of water and other resources. Population preparedness is at
the core of the proposals, and key actions are to develop guidelines to reach minimum 72-
hour population self-sufficiency and develop guidelines to add preparedness into school
curricula. Further, the need for improved public-private cooperation is emphasised as well as
civil-military planning and cooperation, for example for dual-use infrastructure. Lastly, the
importance of building resilience, for example with external partner such as NATO and

Neighbourhood partners is emphasised (European Commission, 2025a).

The European Commission proposed under the precedency of Jean-Claude Juncker (2014-
2019), the creation of a defence union, a goal which President von der Leyen repeated under
her first term (2019-2024) with a time limit of 2025. The timeframe has been extended to
2030 as von der Leyen commenced her second term as President of the Commission

(Engberg, 2025: 15). What a defence union is supposed to entail remains unclear; however, it
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is possible to assume that it does entail a certain level of integration in the policy area of
defence. The aim is also stated in the White Paper for European Defence — Readiness 2030
(European Commission, 2025c¢). Engberg (2025: 15) also highlights that it is unclear what the
concept of defence encompasses, as different interpretations of the concept exist. It can be
reduced to military defence capabilities but also be broadened to include aspects of civilian

preparedness and cybersecurity.

3.3 Total defence

A total defence approach to security acknowledges that all of society will be affected in the
event of war and takes a whole of society-approach to defence, compared to a more classic
hard military approach to defence where the civilian aspect may be neglected. Total defence
is a concept that emphasizes the need for society as a whole to be prepared and mobilized in
response to potential aggression (Engberg, 2025: 2; Rongved, 2025: 1). Rongved (2025: 1)
describes how the total defence approach to security is typically associated with small, non-
aligned states building resilience and ability to withstand aggression from a stronger
aggressor. These systems have largely been dismantled after the end of the Cold War
(Berntsson, 2025; Rongved, 2025), with the exception of Finland where total defence is
referred to as comprehensive national defence and has been part of the constitution since the
Second World War (Sederholm et al., 2025: 115). The Russian annexation of Crimea and the
lessons learned from the Ukrainian civilian and military response to the Russian aggression
have shown Europe that a whole of society approach to security is necessary to withstand
armed aggression (Rongved, 2025: 1). Engberg (2025) highlights that the impact of war
extends to all aspects of society, necessitating a collective effort to resist an aggressor.
Similarly, Rongved (2025) underscores the importance of both civil and armed forces

working together to leverage all the nations resources in the event of armed conflict.

At the time of writing, no formal decisions have been made regarding the Readiness 2030
plan nor the Preparedness Union Strategy. But if or when these policies regarding a European
total defence are implemented, they would most likely fall under the umbrella of the
Common Security and Defence Policy, which in its turn is ordered under the Common
Foreign and Security Policy (Koutrakos, 2013: 30). However, the policies on Preparedness
and Readiness will not be equal to the CSFP, but can rather be considered a branch of it. If
the proposals are implemented and the member states commit to deeper integration in

security and defence in light of the threats that the Union are facing, it would be one step
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closer to fulfilling the Commissions goal of creating a defence union (Engberg, 2025).
However, there is a risk that proposals are blocked both in the Council and possibly in the
Parliament as the perception of threat and relations with Russia and the US differs between

member states as well as party groups in the European Parliament.

3.5 Preparedness and Readiness

Engberg (2025: 5) explains that preparedness is acknowledged within the EU as a proactive
way of preparing responses and thus moving from a reactive to a proactive stance. In the
Niinisto report, preparedness is exemplified in relation to recent events and how the EU has
responded to them collectively. Niinisto writes “...in responding to the pandemic and
Russia’s aggression against Ukraine, our action was initially focus on reacting to shocks with
ad hoc solutions and improvisation. We need to move from reactive to proactive

preparedness.” (Niinisto, 2024: 6)

Readiness on the other hand, can be either a general feature or a way of indicating the level of
readiness for a given resource, for example the number of days within which a military force

would be ready to be deployed (Engberg, 2025: 5).

Engberg (2025:5) recommends for the EU institutions to give a cohesive explanation of the
concepts and their interrelationships, as they are not at all defined in either of the policy

proposals.

3.6 Previous research

There is a large body of literature on total defence, however not so much from an EU-level
perspective. It is largely focused on specific case study analyses and comparisons between
states. Rongved (2025) is a very recent account of total defence in Europe, however also this
book is written from the perspective of individual member states and not from the perspective
of the Union. In Rongved (2025), European total defence is described as a multiverse, with
country-specific cases that makes it impossible to apply a uniform method or theory when
researching. In the case study literature on total defence, Joakim Berntsson has written
important contributions, especially regarding the Swedish case. He is a prominent researcher
on total defence whose work focuses largely on Sweden. Berntsson (2025: 57) explains the
foundation of Swedish total defence, which is based on military, economic, psychological

and civil defence and encompasses everything from the military and defence industry to food
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storage and supply, information campaigns and evacuation planning, among other things. The
Swedish security economy is part of the total defence infrastructure and is argued to be one of
the most important in the world, despite the size of the Swedish economy (Coetzee and
Berndtsson, 2023). Today, the Swedish total defence structure faces challenges with regards

to civil military collaboration, among other things.

3.6.1 Think tank reports

In general, think tank reports are reluctant to draw conclusions on what the proposals from
the Commission will mean for deeper integration as well as national sovereignty. Authors
broadly agree that the issue of national sovereignty may become an obstacle to the
implementation of the Commission’s proposals, as giving the EU increasing competences in
security and defence has historically been contentious (Engberg, 2025; Mauro, 2025). This
risk entails that the proposals may lose some of their force or be blocked when voted on in
the Council and Parliament. A related contentious issue with regards to a common defence
market, as proposed, is that the establishment a common market can cause issues as member
states want to safeguard their national production (Engberg 2025: 23). States wanting to
safeguard their national sovereignty over defence and security has led to fragmentation at the
EU level with regards to the defence industrial base. Mauro (2025) argues in light of the
fragmentation that the main weakness of European defence is not lack of funding, as Europe
in monetary terms spends more on defence than Russia. He argues that EU defence spending
has to be viewed as a collective effort, rather than an individual one, as the difference in size
and GDP of the member states unequal contributions to the total (Mauro, 2025: 2). However,
the biggest issue of European defence is for him that European defence is fragmented, as
command over the militaries are dispersed between 27 member states who are largely keen to

safeguard their national sovereignty.

Santopinto (2025) highlights that although the proposals in the ReArm Europe plan/
Readiness 2023 are meant to facilitate defence spending in the EU, there are still questions
that need to be answered in order for the policies to be implemented. What type of military
spending is exempt from current legislation on budget deficits? And who decides, is decision
making power meant to remain within member states or rather is the Commission going to
assume a greater role? And what happens if military spending does not align with the
strategic objectives of the union? Governance is also discussed by Hunter (2025) who

analyses the Preparedness Union strategy and contends an upgraded EU policy on the
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security and defence architecture is necessary, as all policies and proposals need to be
generated into one security architecture. She also argues that the role of the regions in
defence and security needs to be strengthened, to strengthen EU multilevel governance. An
increased regional perspective in the EU defence and preparedness work is essential as
regional and local authorities are experts of their local communities and the vulnerabilities

and inequalities that are present there (Hunter 2025).

The implications of the proposals on the roles of NATO and the EU are also discussed
throughout several of the think tank reports. Engberg (2025: 13) highlights how cooperation
between the EU and NATO is described in the Niinisto report. She explains that EU and
NATO competences in civil defence will be overlapping and complementary if the EU does
go through with all proposals, especially with regards to the baseline requirements for
resilience. However, EU directives may speed up the implementation of NATO requirements,
as directives become national law in member states, which may be favourable for NATO
cooperation as well (Engberg, 2025: 13). Mauro (2025: 12) highlights how a true European
pillar of NATO will never be acceptable to the US, as that would require a European supreme
commander. He suggests however that Europe sets up a guarantee force under European

command, which would then be a useful asset to the Union.

In light of the changing security environment Europe faces, Mauro (2025) discusses EU
defence spending considering the current rhetoric from the US and targets set by the EU and
NATO. He argues that EU defence spending must be viewed as a collective effort, rather than
an individual one, as the difference in size and GDP of the member states unequal
contributions to the total (Mauro, 2025: 2). Mauro (2025:3) highlights in relation to the
drastic increases in defence spending that are proposed in the ReArm Europe plan/ Readiness
2030, that there is no point in comparing US and EU military spending, as not all US
resources are used to defend Europe. Further, the EU has no intention to become a hegemonic

military power, which the US has.

3.6.2 European integration in security and defence

Brogger (2025) argues that there are economic drivers for cooperation and integration in
defence, such as the establishment of the voluntary initiative Permanent Structured
Cooperation, PESCO, and the European Defence Fund, EDF, established for cooperation in

research and development of the defence sector. These defence initiatives appeal to a realist
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perspective of how economically beneficial it is for member states to pursue weapons
procurement jointly rather than individually after decades of decreased defence spending all
over Europe. Moreover, Brogger (2025: 414) argues that security and defence has been
included in the “idea of Europe”, appealing to values and identity. This entails that EU soft
power and hard power go hand in hand today in a way that it did not before. EU values of
freedom and democracy are now being connected to development of military capabilities in
legislative texts as a result of this, which lead to integrative obligations for member states,
according to Brogger (2025: 415). Brogger (2025: 417) argues that identity and norms have
had a role in opening for more integration with regards to security and defence, as identity
and norms have been part of an identity shift which has allowed for cooperation in other
formats than the EU27. Identity and norms have also been important in the Commissions
narrative during the state of the Union addresses, where the importance of shared values of

peace is used to argue for the importance of increasing EU competences on security and

defence (Cachia and DeBattista, 2023: 710).

As the world is changing, there are multiple policies that have been implemented in the EU
with regards to security and defence that can be considered to lead to increased European
integration. However, the analysis on who is driving the development of increased EU
integration in security and defence is diverging. For example, Fiott (2023) considers this
development to be largely driven by the member states whereas other authors consider the
European Commission to have an important role (Cachia and DeBattista, 2023; Hakansson,
2021, 2024). Fiott (2023: 457) suggests the idea that EU citizens may, after the Russian
invasion of Ukraine, be more positive to EU integration on defence than their governments,
meaning that slow integration on defence is due to political will of leaders rather than EU
citizens. Similarly, a study by Fernandez et al. (2023) shows that in all EU member states, the

CSDP is viewed positively both before and after the Russian invasion of Ukraine.

The President of Commission has been using the State of the Union Address to outline how
external shocks have created a need from the part of the Commission to increase their
competences in security and defence (Cachia and DeBattista, 2023: 706). Cachia and
Debattista (2023: 708) use a narrative approach as narratives are a powerful tool which
researchers are increasingly analysing, also when researching EU institutions and policy
processes. It is highlighted how narratives are used to describe the passage from one state to

another and highlight what justifies this shift; for example, how increasing threats create a
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need for increasing prophecies in security and defence (Cachia and DeBattista, 2023: 709).
Cachia and Debattista (2023) find in their narrative analysis of a decade of State of the Union
addresses that sustaining peace and common values is an integral part of constructing a
narrative that gives the EU increasing competencies in security and defence. Farina (2025)
discusses in broader terms the Common Defence and Security Policy and how the priorities
within this framework has shifted over time and places less emphasis on democracy and more
emphasis on hard geopolitics. The CSDP started out with an important focus on democracy

and peace and has deployed several peacekeeping and rule of law missions.

How EU security initiatives contribute to peace has been discussed in different articles.
Hartley (2024: 512) problematises collaboration on defence industrial projects, as the
political will of states may lead to duplicate costs as all countries collaborating may want
assembly to happen in their own countries. Hartley (2024: 508-509) discusses defence
spending targets and problematises how this measurement contributes to peace, as it is often
only the input that is measured. This means that the output in terms of possible protection or
peace remains unmeasured. Argumentation for the economic benefits of defence industry
collaboration is found also in the White Paper for European Defence/Readiness 2030 report,
where the economic benefits of defence collaboration are brought forwards. However, the

aspect of output in terms of peace and security is largely left aside.

In conclusion, integration in security and defence has historically been a contentious issue, in
part because member states have strived to retain sovereignty over their defence. The EU
proposes to defend itself in light of the current security context with both civilian and military
means, which can be considered a total defence approach to security. Think tank reports
highlight the challenges that are prevalent with regards to the implementation of these
proposals as well as what they might lead to in terms of peace. The next chapter will analyse
the narrative and the stories that the European Commission and other actors are telling with

regards to the proposals that the Commission has released.
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4. Analysis

4.1 The narrative of the EU institutions

The aim of the thesis is to investigate the narratives used by the European Commission in
their proposals for securing the Union from an ontological security perspective and what
challenges arise from this. The research questions are
- What narratives of insecurity are deployed by the European Commission in its
proposals for increased defence spending and civilian preparedness of the EU?
- What challenges and tensions can be identified with regards to these defence plans

among member states?

The story that is told in official documents from the Commission on the security situation that
Europe faces and must manage is commenced by a description of the EU as a peace project
and as an institution that has great abilities and resources. The core of the narrative is about
the challenges the Union faces, namely the decades of underinvestment in security and
defence and a shifting security landscape where reliance on the post-Cold War world order is
no longer possible. The EU is portrayed as unitary actor founded on the belief in peace,
democratic values and human rights. The plot builds around how the shifting security
landscape, with the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine, rise of China and shifting political
interest of the US, which no longer focuses on Europe, meaning less reliance on American
security guarantees for Europe. The Niinisto report encourages the EU to be better prepared
for the new reality, not only to survive but to thrive (Niinistd, 2024: 4). Using the word
‘thrive’ is interesting because it means that the possibilities are more than just ensuring
security and insinuates that allowing the EU to take increasing action will have positive
effects on citizens’ lives. The narrative builds on both appeals to the rationality of the reader
as well as its identity and values, with both economic benefits of increased investment in
defence is emphasised alongside the values that must be defended. The narrative has a
conclusion where calls for action are made in relation to what to protect, which is European

values and peace. The finishing paragraphs state that:

“The EU is and remains a peace project... Europe must make bold choices and
build a Defence Union that ensures peace on our continent through unity and
strength. It owes it to its NATO allies, to Ukraine and primarily to itself,
European citizens and to the values it stands for. The EU and its Member States

must rise to this historic challenge.”
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This concluding paragraph illustrates the identity of the EU as a peace project and stating that
the EU and its member states must rise to the historic challenge legitimises the surge in
military expenditure that is expected all over the Union. Ending the proposal with the words
“historic challenge” emphasises the urgency of the situation as well as the unprecedented
nature of the threat. It can also be seen as a reference to the last war that was waged on the
continent and the atrocities that happened then, which can be avoided only with the proposed

measures.

In the introduction of the White Paper for European Defence, threat to Europe is depicted as
very current and pressing. The first sentence of the report is “Europe faces an acute and
growing threat.” (European Commission, 2025c¢: 2), showcasing an idea of the threat to
Europe as new and urgent. The second theme that is brought up in the introduction of the
report are the strong foundations of Europe and the potential of the union, which is weakened
by decades of under-investment in defence. This can be interpreted as legitimising urgent
action in a time of crisis. The White Paper for European defence along with the Preparedness

Union Strategy can be seen as steps toward a European Total Defence Union (Engberg 2025).

The narrative can in some sense be seen as part of a broader pattern where leaders try to warn
their populations for the prospect of war. There are examples of this from the past years in
Europe, for example the Swedish Minister for civil defence who warned for the prospect of
war at Folk och Forsvar’s national conference in 2024 (SVT Nyheter, 2024). Another
example is when French President Macron warned for the prospect of Europe dying in a
speech in April 2024: “I'Europe peut mourir?” (Elysée, 2024). These examples highlight a
trend of pronouncing the perceived threats to Europe, which the EU institutions add to in the
proposals under scrutiny. The White Paper for European Defence discusses the world order
as it has been known since the end of the Second World War and how the geopolitical
equilibrium that has existed since the Cold War era is disrupted. The Commission warns
about consequences of the instability in world politics and warns for “the real prospect of
full-scale war” while stating that “history will not forgive us for inaction” (European
Commission, 2025c: 2). Thus, the plot is centred around how action is urgent because of the

security situation that Europe faces today.
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According to Freistein et al. (2024: 9), the establishment of roles and characters, such as
protagonists and antagonists, drive the events of the plot and establish normative claims of
right and wrong. In the narrative on European security and defence that the EU institutions
are building, notably the European Commission, the protagonist, who is founded on values of
peace and democracy and has great powers and possibilities. This is highlighted in the
depiction of European identity as a peace project, and how member states have lived in
harmony with the well-being of the people as its foremost priority (Niinistd, 2024: 4). It is
stated that the EU “has immense wealth and productive power and deep faith in the
importance of democratic values shared across all member states” (European Commission,

2025c: 2).

Although democratic values certainly are important for most actors in the EU, the Union also
faces the rise of populist and far right parties which are nationalist and do not necessarily
protagonist may have features of an anti-hero in the sense that they are multifaceted and
complex, which only strengthens their role as protagonist. This feature can be identified also
in the European Commission’s narrative on security and defence, where it is highlighted how
decades of underinvestment has weakened Unions defence and readiness (European
Commission, 2025¢: 2). This statement is written in relation to how the “immense wealth”
and democratic values of the EU are challenged by external actors who are more efficiently
mobilising resources and technology to achieve their objectives (ibid). It is also explained
that many of the EUs external policies were created in a time when external threat was
perceived as extremely low and the gravity of the threat from climate change had not yet been
understood (Niinisto, 2024: 5). Hence, a level of self-awareness is present in the narrative,
which also can be perceived as a strategy to avoid critique as to why the situation as
developed to where the EU is now, with the possibility of deeper integration in security and

defence if these proposals are accepted.

One of the main antagonists are clearly Russia, accompanied by China and Iran. The White
Paper for European Defence states “Russia has made it clear that [...] they remain at war with
the West. If Russia is allowed to achieve its goals in Ukraine, its territorial ambition will
extend beyond.” (European Commission, 2025¢: 4). These sentences embody the threat of
Russia to the EU and shows that Russia, along with its allies that are also mentioned, is

considered the main threat to the territorial integrity of the EU as well its values and identity.
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The same applies to China, who is increasing their defence spending without transparency

The White Paper for European Defence — Readiness 2030 outlines proposals to strengthen the
EU’s defence posture through enhanced coordination, investment in critical military
capabilities, and support for collaborative procurement among member states. Key priorities
include addressing capability gaps in areas such as air and missile defence, artillery systems,
and military mobility, while streamlining regulations and facilitating funding for defence
industrial projects. The EU aims to reduce strategic dependencies by facilitating joint
procurement of critical raw materials and developing a more integrated European defence
market. Increased financial support is proposed through mechanisms like the Security Action
for Europe instrument and coordinated activation of the National Escape Clause from the
Stability and Growth Pact. These initiatives have the potential of unlocking €800 billion in
defence investments. A major focus is also placed on support for Ukraine through the
provision of military aid and integration of its defence industry into the EU market (European

Commission, 2025¢).

As mentioned in the section on theory, topoi refer to the conceptual repertoires, which are
socially constructed and grounded, that the narrative draws on. The narrative links up to
specific debates or other strands of discourse through the topoi. Topoi are linked to broader
narratives to which they implicitly refer, meaning that they are specific to the thematic areas
they cover and the specific context of the topoi. Topoi are part of building the moral
judgement of the narrative (Freistein et al., 2024: 10). Examples of topoi common in
narratives around migrations are threat and danger, humanitarianism and usefulness (ibid).
Topoi that the EU reports and proposals draw on are threat and danger, as the narrative is
largely built on a shifting security situation caused by geopolitical rivalries, war on the
European continent and economic competition on the world market. In the White Paper for
European Defence, it is written that the world is changing, and Europe must act if it does not
want to be sidelined in these developments. The EU fears what will happen if it remains
passive in this time of change. Thus, the solution is to rearm and build their defence
capabilities (European Commission, 2025b: 2). Powerful expressions are used, such as
“history will not forgive us for inaction” (European Commission, 2025¢: 2), alluding to past
turning points in history as well as events that have shaped the world as we know it. Moral

judgements are built into characterisation of antagonist states as not adhering to the same
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moral standards as the EU is part of the narrative, for example in clearly stating that Russia,

China and Iran are antagonists who play by other rules than the EU.

One paragraph in the White Paper for European Defence is about border protection,
especially with regards to the Eastern border where an Easter Border Shield is mentioned as a
noteworthy exercise by multiple member states. This shield is supposedly built from a
“comprehensive mix of physical barriers, infrastructure development and modern
surveillance systems” (European Commission, 2025c¢: 9). Using the word “shield” and
clarifying that physical barriers are part of it is a topoi which can be seen as referring to the
ongoing trend of a rhetoric of building walls. The first presidential campaign of Donald
Trump and the wall against Mexico that has been built in order to protect against unwanted
migration drug trafficking instantly comes to mind when reading about the Eastern Border
Shield. Clearly, a physical barrier can fill a purpose of keeping unwanted people and objects
out, but it also risks creating a false sense of security. Further, questions may be raised about
what an actual border wall would entail for European values and identity as a free and

democratic Union.

The Freistein et al. (2024) approach to narratives include visual elements as constitutive parts
of the story that is analysed. Analysing visual elements and pictures on the webpages that
concern EU crisis management and defence, emphasis is placed on making the people
working with these defence and crisis management look competent and in action with
pictures of militaries and military aircrafts at the very beginning of the page. Simultaneously,
the pictures are not portraying war-like situations but rather show people that are ready to
defend Europe (European Commission, n.d.). These pictures are portraying the EU
institutions and officials as active and proactive in ensuring the security of EU citizens, which
can be seen as part of the story that the Commission is telling about their role as a security

provider in the current context.

From the perspective of ontological security and security of the self, it becomes clear that the
EU is facing a crisis which is affecting its identity as a peace project. The narrative builds
along the lines of a current watershed moment for the EU which will shape the Union for the
coming decades. Russia has imperial ambitions and has for a long time been in an ideological
confrontation with the West (Niinistd, 2024: 37). The world order that Russia, along with

China and their allies, adhere to does not consider democratic and human rights, freedom and
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rule of law, and is a world order where only strength matters. This worldview is in stark

contrast to the identity of the EU as a peace project where human rights are respected.

Kinnvall et al. (2018: 261) propose that when studying ontological security in relation to the
EU, the analytical frame must always include the interpersonal/group, state and inter-state
levels of analysis. The external threat that is being posed to the EU may in the long term alter
how it sees ontological security. Clearly, from an interstate or EU institutional level of
analysis, the EU institutions view the threats that it is perceiving as demanding action, and
this may lead to the Union shouldering new responsibilities. However, the EU is inherently a
trade union, and with regards to how most of the proposals in the White Paper for European
Defence concern the defence industry, trade remains an important part of EU policy also in
times of geopolitical tension. So although the self-perception of the EU may be altered during
this time as integration in defence is increasingly on the table, the EU also remains strong in
the policy areas where it has exclusive competences. The proposals made can be seen as a
tool for affirming commitments made to partners, as well as a strategy of building credible

deterrence externally.

4.2 Tensions to the narrative of the EU institutions

From a state level of analysis, the perception of what the EU must do to manage this security
situation is currently a contentious issue. Complementary narratives other European actors
that challenge the dominating narrative from the Commission are states that are far from the
war in Ukraine and thus regard the threat from Russia as less acute than frontline states. In
Italy border control and coastguard that are perceived as more pressing issues than military
defence and for Spain, other threats are viewed as more pressing than military threats, such as
commitments to increasing defence spending and wants a common European defence.
Hungary on the other hand has adopted a completely different narrative than most other EU
member states. Hungary considers the European preparedness initiatives to be calling for war,
and Prime Minister Orban has stated that “Hungary won’t be dragged into this madness. We
stand for peace, not endless conflict.” in a post on X where the guidelines of 72h self-
sufficiency are mentioned (Orban, 2025). Another statement reads “They want to change the
EU from a peace-project to a war-project” (Orban, 2025), in relation to the recent EU defence
initiatives. This statement shows that Hungary perceives threat differently than the EU and
that their story on the current geopolitical situation differs from that of the EU. In the story
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that Hungary is telling, the EU is driving a development towards war through investments in
defence and from their scepticism towards the US. At the same time however, Hungary is

Hungarian approach to defence is not entirely opposed to that of the European Commission.

The European Conservatives and Reformist (ECR) group in the European Parliament, which
include the parties of Italy’s Georgia Meloni and Hungary’s Victor Orban, has declared its
scepticism towards some of the proposed measures, such as moving away from unanimity in
foreign policy decisions. The party groups spokesperson on foreign policy also affirmed their
commitment to the partnership with the US as well as scepticism towards the EU taking more
responsibility in defence and thus sidestepping NATO (ECR Group, 2025). Some European
leaders, such as Meloni and Orbéan, are favourable of the Trump political programme, as they
adhere to the same populist and migration-sceptic agenda. Further, there are also tensions
with regards to how these proposals relate to European integration. Integration in defence has
historically been a contentious issue as member states want to remain sovereign over their

defence capabilities.

At an individual/ group level of analysis, public opinion seems to be rather favourable of the
EU taking increasing responsibility for security and defence in the EU from existing research
and polls. The latest Eurobarometer poll shows that EU citizens want the European
Parliament to take increasing responsibility for security. EU citizens want the European
Parliament to focus on, after managing inflation and the rising cost of living, security and
defence. This number is 11% across the 27 member states, with large variation over member
states. For example, Finland, Estonia and Lithuania are states where around 20% of the
population consider that the security and defence of the Union should be the first priority of
the Union. For Hungary and France, the same number is 10%, and even lower in Spain with
5%. This number can be compared to the willingness of EU citizens to urge leaders to work
with democracy and rule of law, which is at 7% across the total of the member states, and
thus not as prioritized as security and defence (European Union, 2025). The same can be
found in Fernandez et al. (2023) study which shows that EU citizens are increasingly positive
towards integration in security and defence after the Russian invasion of Ukraine, and view

this as complementary to NATO.
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There are also narratives on the current situation that take up less room in the ongoing debate
in Europe. UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres posted on X on the 29™ of April 2025
numbers from a recent report by Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, SIPRI,
which shows that military expenditure is increasing for the 10™ consecutive year. For the
second consecutive year, military expenditure is increasing in all five geopolitical regions of
the world, a development that is largely driven by military spending increases in Europe and
the Middle East as a consequence of the wars in Ukraine and Gaza (Liang et al., 2025). The
UN Secretary General writes “An arms race is never the solution. It takes away resources
from peace and development. It magnifies the anxieties distrust and fear among people.”
(Guterres, 2025). This remark presents an alternative narrative to the one presented in the
reports of the Commission and allows to reflect on alternative paths where peace and
development are at the core rather than military defence. The Commissions narrative
highlights how the current security situation demands rapid action and defence initiatives, but
Guterres post on X is critical of this solution. The story that Guterres is telling is thus a story
of how the current geopolitical landscape can be managed using initiatives for peace and
development rather than increasing arms spending. Highlighting how arms races lead to
anxiety and fear and take away resources from peace and development work can be seen as a
way of promoting a different path to peace than the one proposed by the European
Commission, which is then based on building peace rather than defence capabilities. This
perspective is also present in the think tank reports discussed in the previous chapter, which

some criticize how more defence spending will lead to more peace and security.

To conclude the analysis, it is found that the EU institutions perceive the current security
situation as an existential threat to the identity and values of the Union. The narrative builds
on the identity of the Union as a peace project and how defence spending, collaborative
procurement and civilian preparedness, which can be seen as constitutive elements of total
defence, are necessary actions to secure the EU. However, there are tensions to the main
narrative that arises from member state leaders and European Parliament groups perceiving
threat differently, because of their geographical location as well as their ideological
standpoint. The implementation of the proposals may thus be hindered when voted on in the

European Parliament or the European Council.
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5. Discussion and conclusion
EU proposes both military and civilian action to manage the current geopolitical situation in
the empirical material under scrutiny, mainly the White Paper for European Defence —
Readiness 2030 as well as other empirical sources. The question remains what these
initiatives will lead to once voted on, as all member state leaders and groups in the European
Parliament do not share the same story of the current situation. This chapter will discuss the

findings and conclude the dissertation.

As has been discussed in the previous chapter, there is a risk that these initiatives lose their
intended force during the process, as the issue of European defence is rather contentious, as
demonstrated in the thesis. Thus, there is a risk that these initiatives fail to deliver the
intended outcome of increased security and defence for the EU because of lack of political
will. Moreover, what will the current increases in defence spending and civilian preparedness
entail for the security for EU citizens and member states? The White Paper on European
Defence focuses heavily on defence industrial spending and hard military solutions for
defence. What is lacking in the narrative on defence from the EU institutions is a
commitment to peace in terms of an active civil society, foreign and development aid,
political stability and social welfare, policies which all are part of the EU and its member
states but risk being under prioritized in the current geopolitical climate. UN Secretary
General reposting the SIPRI report on how global defence spending is increasing for the 10th
consecutive year highlights a discrepancy between the values and identity of the EU and its
actions. In light of the challenges that the EU faces with political polarisation as well as its
commitment to peace, these defence expenditure increases could benefit from going hand in
hand with investment in civil society which would benefit peace in the long term. History
shows that arms races do not lead to increased security, and the question remains what will
happen in the future if military expenditure continues to increase globally without other
commitments to peace. Thus, it remains to be seen whether the political will for a European

total defence to be built exists.

Meaningful outcome from the proposals of the Commission can perhaps be produced if

council decisions are taken in an EU 26 format rather than 27, leaving Hungary out of the

differently a portion of European leaders perceive the security situation in Europe and the
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action that needs to be taken, it can be considered that the real challenge the EU is facing may
be political polarisation. Thus, it can be considered that managing the fragmented political
situation within the Union and the polarisation across countries and the parliament may be as
essential for European values and identity as increasing defence spending, procurement and

civilian preparedness.

This study is limited to official documents and other sources found online, and thus no
original material in the format of for example interviews or surveys has been collected, which
means that the findings are very limited to the specific context which they apply to. The study
takes quite a broad approach to the policy proposals and asks rather general research
questions, which in its turn gives the study quite general results. There are also several
documents that have not been examined which relate to the security of the EU, for example
the Internal Security Strategy and Disaster Resilience Goals. A method that could bring more
clarity to the matter can for example be elite interviews, which would be a useful method for
investigating the different narratives and the challenges that leaders from different political
camps and member states identify. Another method that could potentially bring light
investigating the proposals using, for example, discourse analysis may lead to deeper insight
on what the proposals entail for European security at a structural level. Further, the research
process has been conducted in a time when the political conclusions have not yet been
reached, it is only proposals that are under analysis. Thus, further study may be warranted
once the political outcome of the White Paper for European Defence — Readiness 2030 and
the Preparedness Union Strategy is known. However, tensions and political division between
member states and the EU institutions may remain important for a long time regarding how,
The findings of this dissertation may therefore remain relevant after the political conclusion

of the White Paper and Preparedness Union Strategy are made.

In conclusion, this thesis investigates how the EU institutions propose to secure the Union in
the current geopolitical landscape with an approach that can be considered to form a sort of
European total defence, and what the challenges for implementation of these proposals are.
This is analysed from an ontological security perspective using narrative analysis. The
findings are that the EU perceives the current security situation as an existential threat and
proposes to secure itself with significant investments in the defence industry and

collaborative procurement as well as initiatives for civilian preparedness and readiness.
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However, there are challenges to the implementation of these initiatives both in terms of
political will across member states and the European Parliament, as threat perception is not
shared across all member states. All member state leaders do not perceive the same threats as
existential or consider the security situation to demand defence investments. The narrative of
the Commission in the texts under scrutiny, emphasises both the material incentives of
collective investments in security and defence as well as the importance of shared values,
peace and democracy. Implementation of the proposals may be challenged because of lack of
political will from both member state leaders as well as parliament members which may lead
to these initiatives not achieving the intended outcome in terms of closer European defence.

The outcome will be determined in the following months.
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