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“The choice is none”: Al and the militarization of European research

Valentina Carraro

Department of Human Geography, Planning and International Development, University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands

‘The era of the peace dividend is long gone’, announced the President
of the European Commission, (EC), Ursula von der Leyen, in a March
2025 speech to the Royal Danish Military Academy cadets. ‘The age of
spheres of influence and power competition is well and truly back’, she
continued. ‘Do we keep reacting to each challenge in an incremental and
cautious way? Or are we ready to grasp this opportunity to build a more
secure Europe? One that is prosperous, free and ready, willing and able
to defend itself. (...) The choice is none’ (von der Leyen, 2025, emphasis
added). Von der Leyen then underscored the importance of investment
targeted at ‘closing [European] capability gaps’ with Russia, the US and
China in key areas such as infrastructure, military mobility and
advanced defence technologies, with military Al as a prime example. In
subsequent speeches, von der Leyen has continued to describe a highly
competitive world in which Europe, no longer able to rely on NATO,
must rearm or risk being sidelined or, even worse, invaded.

Von der Leyen’s words have translated into large investments to
stimulate European competitiveness and ‘defense capabilities’. This
shift, which includes fundamental transformations of EU research and
development (R&D) funding streams, marks a striking change of course
for the EU. Historically, defence and security matters have fallen under
the responsibility of Member States, with little influence from EU in-
stitutions (Hartley, 2024). Until the 1990s, EU institutions funded
exclusively civilian projects. Since the 1990s, however, there has been a
consistent shift towards greater integration in the area of defen-
ce—notably through the European Security and Defence Policy (1999)
and the Treaty of Lisbon (2007)—though until very recently, EU in-
stitutions maintained, at least at the rhetorical level, a commitment to
international cooperation and ‘peaceful’ diplomacy.

Since March 2025, I have been researching the interplay between
militarization and Al technologies through policy analysis and field
visits to professional conferences and trade fairs. In these spheres, the
notion of ‘military AI’ features frequently, although it is never defined.
As anthropologist Lucy Suchman (2023, p. 3) has noted of Al more
generally, the term works ‘through a strategic vagueness that serves the
interests of its promoters, as those who are uncertain about its referents
(popular media commentators, policy makers and publics) are left to

assume that others know what it is’. Put simply, no one seems to know
what military Al is, but everyone takes it as a given that Europe needs it
for its own survival. The hype around (military) Al, I argue, directs
European R&D funds into the hands of defence and tech companies.

At the same time, the EU is channelling resources into collaborations
between universities and defence actors. While European universities
are primarily funded through direct public funding, they depend on
contract activities for research, with national and European funding
bodies as the main funding sources. The public funding of defence-
related research is nothing new for European states, with the United
Kingdom (Smart, 2016) and France (Markusen & Serfati, 2000) often
cited as examples of domestic ‘military-industrial-academic-complexes’.
For the first time, however, we are witnessing the emergence of an EU
military-industrial-academic complex. There are parallels here with the
military-industrial-academic complex in the US during the Cold War. At
that time, the Soviet and Western blocs were pouring enormous amounts
of funding into outdoing each other’s technological and military capa-
bilities—a dynamic today’s tech leaders like to compare to the present
Al race unfolding between the US and China (Min, 2025). Cold War
collaborations between universities, the Department of Defence, and the
US defence industry transformed academic research, not only changing
funding streams and structures, but also shaping the questions raised by
academic researchers and the methods used to answer those questions.
These collaborations also informed the public consciousness through the
infusion of military logics and affects across academia and beyond
(Barnes, 2008; Orr, 2004).

To be sure, there are many differences between the US and the EU:
European defence firms tend to be at least partially state-owned; pro-
curement tends to be managed by civil servants; and, crucially, EU in-
stitutions enjoy limited legitimacy and governing capacity compared to
the US federal government, especially with regard to defence and
foreign policy. Still, these developments in the EU risk undermining the
autonomy of researchers and redirecting resources from scientific in-
quiry to the development of products for the global weapon markets.
This risk is compounded by the threat of budget cuts at universities, most
recently in France, Finland, Italy, the Netherlands and several German
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states. In this context, advocates present increased investments in
defence as an opportunity to offset shrinking budgets (Hoger Onderwijs
Persbureau, 2024) and to boost European innovation (Ilzetzki, 2025).

Reading EU press releases and policy proposals brings home how
much EU institutions have embraced the jargon of tech start-ups: deep-
tech, unicorns, deal flows, scaleups and KPIs (key performance in-
dicators), to give a few examples. Nowhere are the synergies between
entrepreneurialism and EU militarization more evident than in the
frequent invocations of military Al as a research area in which Europe
cannot afford to be left behind. What exactly these technologies will
achieve remains extremely vague, with Al innovation appearing as a
goal in itself. As a tech consultant for the defence sector put it to me, the
prevalent ethos seems to be: ‘Al is the answer, what was the question?
Now open your wallet’.

In just five years, EU funding for military research has significantly
increased. The European Defence Fund (EDF) was created in 2021 as the
first European military defence programme, with a budget of nearly EUR
8 billion (Brehon, 2025). In 2025, these funds were boosted with an
additional EUR 1.5 billion, under the umbrella of the Strategic Tech-
nologies for Europe Platform (STEP), which focuses on investments in
cutting-edge technologies, including digital technologies and ‘deep-tech
innovation’ such as military Al (European Commission, 2025a). Hori-
zon, the European Union’s flagship research funding programme, also
saw a tremendous budget increase: from EUR 93.7 billion for the years
2021-2027 to EUR 175 billion for 2028-2034. Parts of this fund, pre-
viously dedicated entirely to civilian use, are being repurposed for
dual-use  research, with the justification that greater
cross-contamination between civil and defence projects will make
Europe safer (Greenacre, 2025a). While the increase affects all funding
streams under the Horizon programme, the main beneficiary will be the
European Innovation Council (EIC), launched in 2021 to support the
commercialization of technologies developed through EU funding.
Starting from 2026, the EIC will also pilot a funding mechanism
explicitly modelled on DARPA (Defense Advanced Research Projects
Agency), the research and development agency of the US Department of
Defense (Greenacre, 2025b), which funded the development of tech-
nologies such as the Global Positioning System (GPS), the M16 rifle, and
Agent Orange.

This budget increase goes hand in hand with a number of proposed
regulatory changes aimed at ‘streamlining access to EU funds for
defence-related projects’ (European Commission, 2025b). In July 2025,
Ekaterina Zaharieva, the EU commissioner responsible for research and
innovation, announced that Horizon will be ‘dual-use by default’
(Greenacre, 2025a), whilst defence-related research will be admissible
under the STEP programme. Another proposal seeks to loosen regula-
tions for projects funded through the EDF, enabling direct support for
the development of disruptive defence technologies without prior public
consultation (DG for Defence Industry and Space, 2025). There has also
been a push - so far, unsuccessful - to restrict the independence of the
European Research Council (ERC), which oversees Horizon, allowing
the EC to determine which research areas are deserving of funding
(Greenacre & Portala, 2025), presumably to focus on European
competitiveness and defence capabilities.

The EC has also launched InvestAl, a public-private initiative to
invest in the construction of European Al factories and gigafactories. The
initiative is part of a broader Al Continent Action Plan, aimed at sup-
porting the development and adoption of advanced AI models in key
sectors, including security and defence. At least for now, public funding
for InvestAl will come from existing EC programmes, including Horizon.
Announcing the initiative at the 2025 AI Action Summit in Paris, von der
Leyen likened the initiative to a ‘CERN for AT’.

The likening of InvestAl to CERN (Conseil Européen pour la Recherche
Nucléaire) is an odd choice for von der Leyen. CERN was set up in
1954—another moment when geopolitical tensions ran high— insti-
gating a technoscientific race focused on nuclear research and space
exploration. As Strasser (2009) shows, the process of setting up an
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international nuclear research centre in this context was a feat of in-
ternational diplomacy. While the major European powers-France, Ger-
many and the United Kingdom- contributed most of the funds, the Swiss
government exerted great influence on the political positioning of the
project, insisting on the principle of political and scientific neutrality.
Those same principles were upheld by most scientists participating in
the project, who, in addition to expressing ethical concerns, voiced fears
that militarization and political influence would undermine the scien-
tific value of such a centre. To manage these risks, they insisted on the
participation of neutral states, including Switzerland, Sweden and
Yugoslavia, and on allowing for the possibility of future participation by
Eastern European countries. They also committed CERN to the public
dissemination of all research results, turning the centre into a ‘glass
house’ (i.e. a structure unable to hide secrets) to protect it from political
and military influences. These principles are inscribed in CERN’s
convention, which states that the centre ‘shall have no concern with
work for military requirements and the results of its experimental and
theoretical work shall be published or otherwise made generally avail-
able’ (CERN Council, 1953).

Thus, in the case of CERN, a convergence of interests between sci-
entists and non-aligned states helped to counter the militarization and
politicization of European nuclear research. In this sense, CERN is
nothing like InvestAl In fact, its experience shows that, contra von der
Leyen, even in times of heightened geopolitical tensions, researchers can
resist the idea that there is no choice other than militarization. To that
end, we need rigorous analyses of the changes that I have outlined here,
but also collective action. The past two years may offer some inspiration,
as EU-based scholars have used petitions, grassroots boycotts, protests
and strikes to pressure their institutions, national governments, and the
EC to stop collaborations with Israeli institutions implicated in the Gaza
genocide. These efforts point to ways that we, as academic workers, can
protect and expand the academic freedom to not participate in the
development of technologies used, directly or indirectly, to kill people.
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