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Preface: Toward Critical Security Studies
 

 
MICHAEL C.WILLIAMS AND KEITH KRAUSE

This book emerged out of a desire to contribute to the development of
a self-consciously critical perspective within security studies.
Intellectually, the rationale for this is straightforward: security studies
(however broadly defined) has been among the last bastions of
orthodoxy in International Relations to accept critical or theoretically
sophisticated challenges to its problematic. Yet lurking in the interstices
of the discipline, one can without much effort find a wide range of
scholarship that is “about” security (and its core subject matter), but
that its authors, or the discipline, refuse to label as such.1 Simply
bringing together some of these perspectives serves to make the
challenges to orthodoxy more clear, and to signal that critical
approaches to security studies are more than a passing fad or the
idiosyncratic obsession of a few scholars.

Ultimately, this is healthy for security studies as a whole. For some
time now, security studies has been treated as a theoretically
impoverished cousin to the sturdy children of International Relations,
which could include (depending on your preference) liberal and radical
approaches to international political economy, neoliberal
institutionalist analyses, regime theory, and so forth. Debate among
competing approaches, and a greater conceptual clarity, can only
strengthen the claims of security studies scholars for intellectual respect.
Moreover, it is possible to argue that far from falling into desuetude
with the end of the Cold War, many of the most interesting theoretical
issues in International Relations—concerning, for example, identity
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politics, the role of multilateral institutions, the development of norms
and practices, and so-called new issues in world politics—can be most
usefully studied through a prism labeled “security studies.”

Our main goal in this volume is not to invoke a new orthodoxy of
critical security studies or to participate in polemical recriminations,
but to engage directly with issues and questions that have been taken
as the subject matter of security studies. We have tried to do this in
two ways. First, we have solicited contributions from a variety of
critical perspectives on security studies that address a diverse scope of
theoretical concerns, ranging from the place of the Third World in
security studies, to the conceptions of “the political” that underlie
prevailing approaches. Second, we have encouraged some authors to
examine substantive issues in security studies, such as the emerging
issue of weapons proliferation (and how it is defined), the role of
multilateral institutions in peace and security operations, or the
changing meaning of security for actors in the erstwhile East-West
conflict, in order to demonstrate that critical approaches can descend
from the level of metatheory to tackle issues that are at the heart of
the classical problematic of security studies: the causes of war and the
conditions of peace. Obviously, this book does not pretend to present
a comprehensive overview of alternative approaches to security studies.
Our choices were in part guided by a desire to present a broad survey
and to complement the worthy contributions that have already been
made. Hence, for example, there is no chapter that directly addresses
the environment and security, nor one that examines the complex
dimensions of gender and international security.2 Equally, we have
not sought to define a precise meaning of the term critical in either a
methodological or political sense.

This may risk seeming to some (at any point of the theoretical map)
as if we have avoided important issues and left out important
perspectives. Undoubtedly, we have. But part of the development of a
broader conception of security studies (and critical security studies)
requires that its growth not be strait jacketed by the imposition of
criteria of inclusion and exclusion or by a renewed call for definitive
answers. Indeed, it might be fair to say that these disciplining dynamics
within so much of contemporary security studies are part of the
problem, and that there is therefore a double need to resist them in the
fostering of alternative positions. This collection, we hope, marks a
small move in such a direction.
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POLITICS, THE STATE, AND THE DISCIPLINE OF SECURITY
STUDIES

There are still, of course, some guiding themes within this collection.
One of these (which emerged from a series of discussions among many
of the contributors) is that only by coming to terms with the shifting
nature of “the political” in International Relations can we understand
the various axes of the contemporary debate in security studies. In
this light, the very name of the field—security studies—should give us
pause. The implication is that scholars in the field are studying security.
But what, precisely, does this mean? A moment’s reflection reveals a
basic problem: security is a derivative concept; it is in itself meaningless.
To have any meaning, security necessarily presupposes something to
be secured; as a realm of study it cannot be self-referential.

To some, this no doubt seems pedantic. But that the question seems
nonsensical or uninformed illustrates an important point. To be a
member of the security studies community has traditionally meant
that one already knows what is to be studied. Both the object of security
(what is to be secured) and the means for studying it are treated as
largely given and self-evident. In this way, the discipline provides a
shared framework, a common analytic culture for understanding.
While there is room for considerable argument within this framework,
the framework itself is not seen as subject to debate, and challenges to
its way of understanding the world have been vigorously met. Thus,
Stephen Walt seems to argue that one of the biggest threats to security
is the seductive appeal of contrary methods for understanding it.3 The
security of the discipline, in this view, is made into an element—perhaps
even a prerequisite—of security itself!

What is it that needs to be secured (both intellectually and
practically) within the conventions of security studies? A simple and
not wholly misleading answer is, “the state.”4 Recent trends in world
politics and intellectual developments in International Relations have
challenged this answer in many ways. New issues and perceived threats,
the twin dynamics of the fragmentation and integration of existing
states, and the challenges to sovereignty from a range of transnational
and subnational forces have provided considerable grist for current
discussions of the nature of security and the adequacy of a state-centric
definition of the question. But simply to focus on the assumption that
the state is the foundation for security studies, and then to claim that
current transformations in world politics render this assumption
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inadequate is to underestimate seriously the issues involved. It is not
simply a claim about the historical centrality of the state that is at the
heart of traditional conceptions of security. What is at stake is also a
particular understanding of how the state resolves the problem of
political order itself. This is perhaps the central reason why the
orthodoxy of security studies has been so resistant to taking account
of current transformative trends (usually by denying their relevance)
that seem to challenge its analytic assumptions.

The concept of security is not empty; it implicitly invokes and relies
on a series of accepted prior visions of what is to be secured. As
R.B.J.Walker has stressed (in this volume and elsewhere), what
characterizes such approaches to the study of International Relations
is not a claim about international relations per se, but a prior claim
about the possibility of politics. Realists’ accounts, for example, rest
on a theory of domestic politics and defend a particular vision of the
possibilities of political order—the political—that sees it as inextricable
from the modern conceptions of sovereignty and the state. Its
conception of security follows and is similarly derivative: its claims
are a priori and deductive, not objective in any straightforward sense.

However paradoxical the outcomes of this understanding of security
may become (think of nuclear deterrence theory or the rendering
“insecure” of the entire citizenry), or however anachronistic its views
may seem in light of many contemporary dynamics in world politics,
this vision of politics and security maintains its purchase because the
sovereign state is viewed as the only possible locus of political life.
The conception of state or national security on which the traditional
approach to security studies rests has certain limitations: its sense of
the real and the possible is not derived wholly, or even primarily, from
a practical assessment of contemporary dynamics in world politics.
On the contrary, its appraisals are significantly predetermined by the
construction of the political, which provides the foundation for its
conception of security.5

Critical or critical?

Our appending of the term critical to security studies is meant to imply
more an orientation toward the discipline than a precise theoretical
label, and we adopt a small-c definition of critical for both practical
and intellectual reasons. Practically, a broad definition allows many
perspectives that have been considered outside of the mainstream of
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the discipline to be brought into the same forum, with attendant benefits
for intellectual dialogue and debate. Hence this volume includes a
contribution from Mohammed Ayoob that adopts a subaltern realism
that is at odds with recent scholarship questioning the importance of
the state, yet that does not fit comfortably within the core tenets of
the mainstream understanding of security. Likewise, Thomas Risse-
Kappen’s contribution points to an important tension within competing
accounts that could be labeled critical and takes its distance from
much of poststructuralist International Relations. Similarly,
contributions that lean on Ludwig Wittgenstein to analyze the
transformed discourse of East-West relations in the I9808, or that
focus on the struggles to redefine security in framing policy responses
to the war in the former Yugoslavia, or that attempt to apply work on
metaphor to the construction of the “problem” of proliferation all
come under our broad umbrella.

Because we have no wish in this context to engage in the ongoing
debates within International Relations over the precise meaning of
the term critical, a precise definition is unnecessary. Perhaps the most
straightforward way to convey our sense of how critical should be
understood in this volume is Robert Cox’s distinction between
problem—solving and critical theory: the former takes “prevailing
social and power relationships and the institutions into which they
are organized…as the given framework for action,” while the latter
“calls them into question by concerning itself with their origins and
how and whether they might be in the process of changing.”6 Our
approach to security studies (dealt with in our contribution to this
volume) thus begins from an analysis of the claims that make the
discipline possible—not just its claims about the world but also its
underlying epistemology and ontology, which prescribe what it means
to make sensible claims about the world.

Security studies, like any academic discipline, is underpinned by a
culture of inquiry, and the orthodox approach to security to which all
of our authors are responding rests on a claim about the necessary
nature and limits of politics and political order. By making the definition
of the political a question rather than an assumption, one can illuminate
the dynamics of contemporary security debates, at both the policy-
making and scholarly levels. In both realms it is the object of security,
and consequently the corresponding concept of political order, that is
at stake. In each case, the claims of the sovereign state are under strain.
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These tensions not only generate new problems that may require new
explanatory frameworks (such as Barry Buzan’s realms of political,
military, economic, environmental, and societal security), but they also
provide an opening for critical thinking as a result of the disarray and
confusion into which prevailing approaches have been thrown. If the
objective (or at least the outcome) of much scholarship in security
studies has been to render the question and problem of security
apolitical and largely static, critical theory takes the question of change
as its foundation, in both an explanatory and an evaluative sense.

As regards the foundations of the field, our goal, to borrow a
metaphor from Steven Shapin and Simon Shaffer, is to show that while
the accepted practices of security studies appear like a ship in the
bottle, we need “to see that the ship was once a pile of sticks and
string, and that it was once outside the bottle.”7 One means of acquiring
this critical distance lies in adopting a distinction between “member’s
accounts” and “stranger’s accounts.” Approaching the field of security
studies as a culture of inquiry, we can begin to see how both engagement
within it and critical distance from it are essential. As Shapin and
Shaffer put it:
 

Being a member of the culture one seeks to understand has enormous
advantages…. Nevertheless, unreflective membership also carries with
it serious disadvantages to the search for understanding, and the chief
of these might be called “the self-evident method” …in [which] the
presuppositions of our own culture’s routine practices are not regarded
as problematic and in need of explanation.

 
The stranger has “one great advantage…over the member in explaining
the beliefs and practices of a specific culture: the stranger is in a position
to know that there are alternatives to those beliefs and practices. The
awareness of alternatives and the pertinence of the explanatory project
go together.” The perspective of the stranger is thus a useful analytic
stance to adopt in attempting to come to terms with the discipline of
security studies. On the other hand, however, playing the stranger
poses intrinsic difficulties. Among the most substantial of these
difficulties is that
 

the member’s account, and its associated self-evident method, have great
instinctive appeal; the social forces that protect and sustain them are
powerful. The member who poses awkward questions about “what
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everybody knows” in the shared culture runs a real risk of being dealt
with as a troublemaker or an idiot. Indeed, there are few more reliable
ways of being expelled from a culture than continuing seriously to query
its taken—for—granted intellectual framework.8

 
In our view, a critical approach to security studies may adopt the
position of a stranger, but not that of an outsider. As useful as the
concept of playing the stranger may be as a critical strategy, it contains
tensions, dilemmas, and pitfalls that emerge both from within the
culture it is attempting to understand and from other critical
perspectives outside of that culture. From within the culture of security
studies, a stranger’s account may face challenges that are disciplinary
in the full sense of the term. Indeed, as our own contribution to this
volume attempts to illustrate, this discipline has been exercised in
contemporary debates on the reconstruction of security studies, a fact
of some importance in developing critical approaches to security.

Yet although a critical distance may be invaluable in allowing us to
step back from the claims of security studies, it is also incomplete. For
where, precisely, does the stranger stand? This question moves to center
stage as one shifts from a negative or deconstructive critique of existing
positions to a positive or reconstructive stance. A failure to make this
shift has precisely been the major charge leveled by practitioners
working with prevailing conceptions of security studies against critical
challenges. It is also a question that divides much of critical theory.

FROM CRITIQUE TO RECONSTRUCTION

The reconstructive agenda of critical security studies is more difficult
to discern at this point. The claims of states-as-actors and the
identification of security exclusively with citizenship that underpin
the orthodox conception of security studies can be exposed as
problematic, its epistemological claims can be shown to be suspect
and inadequately grounded, and its view of the relationship between
theory and practice can be demonstrated as insufficient. But what
underlies the dismissal of alternative approaches is at heart a fear that
unless one adopts its conceptions of the state and sovereignty (and the
practices that follow from this), scholars will be incapable of saying
anything useful or practical in (and about) the world.

However unconsciously security studies scholars have adopted the
assumption of state sovereignty as their premise and object, the concept
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of the modern state and sovereignty embodies a coherent response to
many of the central problems of political life. Viewed more fully and
historically than it often is in strategic studies (and unfortunately in
some critical theory), sovereignty must be seen not just as an
assumption that can be challenged but as a sophisticated resolution to
difficult questions. The fact that this resolution has always been
incomplete, and that in the contemporary world it is coming under
increasing strain, does not mean that the questions it originally
attempted to settle no longer need to be addressed. The emergence
and development of the modern state and its concept of sovereignty
cannot be understood without reference to attempts to control and
restrict the role of organized violence in political life.9 And the question
of the place of violence in political life does not vanish at the first
challenge to the foundations of the state or sovereignty.

If a critical theory involves de-essentializing and deconstructing
prevailing claims about security, then the question of how security is
to be redefined seems necessarily to follow. Realism’s construction of
the possibilities for political order, of the realm of politics, and thus of
security yields both an object to secure (the territorially defined political
community) and an agent to pursue this end (the state). As the
contributions to this volume by R.B.J.Walker and Simon Dalby point
out, at the broadest level of theoretical reflection a consciousness of
the dilemmas within security fragments its easy identification with
the state. Processes of globalization highlight and exacerbate these
tensions, and a recognition of these tensions and paradoxes is a
continuing element in critical appraisals of security studies.

But this raises the question at the heart of much critical theory: is
there a new grounding for political order that can provide both a
referent and an actor in a globalizing and fragmenting world? And if
so, what are its relations to other claimants and to the continuing
claims and structures of state security? The question of where to root
a critical position that can be the ground for theory and provide the
subject and/or object of practical action has long bedeviled critical
theories of society. The quintessential example, of course, is Marxism’s
myriad debates over the relationships between class and state, structure
and agency, ideology and social power. Feminist approaches, too, have
sought to show the prevalence of gender relations both nationally and
transnationally, and the ways in which categories of gender can inform
analysis of traditional security questions (for example, militarism) and
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broaden the understanding of security itself. But here as well, the
question of whether such analyses can provide a cross-cultural or
transnational conception of security from a feminist perspective, or
can create a political force or actor capable of acting in its name, is a
theoretically contested and practically unresolved matter.

Finally, there are the loosely defined postmodern orientations.
Deeply suspicious of any universalizing claims, postmodernism is happy
to participate in the deconstructive movement shared by these other
theories. But it resists the desire to replace discredited certainties with
new ones and celebrates the fragmentation, prizing difference over
identity. Claims to absolute identity (whether epistemological or
political) are seen as sources of exclusion and violence. But
postmodernism cannot avoid entirely the question of political practice.
An awareness of difference (as can be seen in Bosnia and Rwanda)
can all too often lead not to celebration but destruction. In itself, this
may not be a compelling criticism of postmodernism, as it overlooks
the distinction between difference and Otherness, where violence arises
most forcefully when the inescapability of difference is transformed
into the oppositional category of Otherness. Yet in a context where
oppositional violence against the Other exists—the condition par
excellence of security studies—then the question of what to do, of
choosing a side or taking a stand, is inescapable. Postmodern
approaches have yet to confront this challenge convincingly. These
(and other) critical perspectives have much to say to each other in the
construction of a critical theory of international relations and, in turn,
to contemporary security studies. While elements of many approaches
may be found in this volume, no one perspective dominates. If anything,
several of the contributions to this volume stand more inside than
outside the tradition of security studies, which reflects our twofold
conviction about the place of critical perspectives in contemporary
scholarship. First, to stand too far outside prevailing discourses is
almost certain to result in continued disciplinary exclusion. Second,
to move toward alternative conceptions of security and security studies,
one must necessarily reopen the questions subsumed under the modern
conception of sovereignty and the scope of the political. To do this,
one must take seriously the prevailing claims about the nature of
security.

Many of the chapters in this volume thus retain a concern with the
centrality of the state as a locus not only of obligation but of effective
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political action. In the realm of organized violence, states also remain
the preeminent actors. The task of a critical approach is not to deny
the centrality of the state in this realm but, rather, to understand more
fully its structures, dynamics, and possibilities for reorientation. From
a critical perspective, state action is flexible and capable of
reorientation, and analyzing state policy need not therefore be
tantamount to embracing the statist assumptions of orthodox
conceptions. To exclude a focus on state action from a critical
perspective on the grounds that it plays inevitably within the rules of
existing conceptions simply reverses the error of essentializing the state.
Moreover, it loses the possibility of influencing what remains the most
structurally capable actor in contemporary world politics.

CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE VOLUME

This volume attempts to address some of the issues we have raised
through both conceptual and research-oriented contributions. Part
one deals with a range of theoretical issues surrounding how we
might approach critical security studies. The first chapter, by Simon
Dalby, adopts an explicitly globalist (or “postsecurity”) orientation,
which treats security as an “essentially contested concept” that
unavoidably presents scholars and practitioners with dilemmas.
Dalby’s analysis is oriented around poststructural and feminist
questioning of the discourse of security, which he examines in light
of three issues that pose dilemmas for security policy and analysis:
economic competition, the drug trade, and environmental
degradation. He concludes that it is not only difficult to broaden the
concept of security beyond its Cold War military-oriented parameters,
but that broadened understandings are vulnerable to being co-opted
within orthodox formulations of policy and analysis. The chapter
that follows, by the two of us, attempts to uncover some of the
epistemological and conceptual foundations of the orthodox
conception of security, as a way of highlighting the resilience of this
conception to challenges, and the difficulties encountered in recent
attempts to reorient the concept of security around individuals,
citizens, and humanity as the subjects of security.

The remaining three contributions to part one invoke distinctive
perspectives on the meaning of critical. The most explicitly postmodern
perspective is that of R.B.J.Walker, who shares Dalby’s analysis of the
transformations of political life to which we are all witness but is
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skeptical about the broader notions of political community (and hence
security) that are often invoked as a necessary consequence. On this
account, the major confusion in current debates over the meaning of
security arises from a dilemma: on one hand, it is not clear whether
more broadly defined forms of political community can be realized;
on the other hand, a trenchant denial of the very possibility seems
historically myopic. A direct counterpoint to Walker (and to Ken Booth)
is presented by Mohammed Ayoob, who argues that although the
orthodox formulations of security do not adequately grasp the central
concerns that motivate Third World state rulers, a too-broad definition
of security is analytically useless and, politically, even potentially
dangerously naive. He opts for a reformulated or subaltern realist
perspective that is more sensitive to the dynamic of state formation
and its impact on security in the developing world than formulations
that downplay the role of the state. His contribution highlights both
the narrow Western foundations of orthodox conceptions of security
studies, and the practical and conceptual difficulties that confront some
of the more radical reformulations of the concept of security. Perhaps
the most unusual perspective is that of Ken Booth, whose
autobiographical exploration of a “fallen realist” takes seriously the
feminist admonition that the personal is the political. Booth emphasizes
the everyday way in which the disciplinary structures of the profession
operate within strategic or security studies and discusses the
institutional or professional changes that he thinks are necessary for
the future development of security studies under the framework of
“utopian realism.”

Part two brings various perspectives that can loosely be labeled
“constructivist” to bear on a series of specific case studies.10 The chapter
by Beverly Crawford and Ronnie Lipschutz examines the Western
response to the war in the former Yugoslavia, by analyzing the way in
which this response depended on a particular construction of the causes
of the conflict that framed the dominant policy of inaction. It also
highlights the problems inherent in this construetion, by focusing on
the competing security claims of different ethnic and religious groups
and the relatively recent creation of the animosities that fueled the
conflict, and by drawing attention to an alternative formulation of
the causes of the war that focuses on the role of tensions between
state institutions and civil society. David Mutimer’s research looks at
the construction of the problem of proliferation in the post-Cold War
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period. It concentrates on the role of metaphoric constructions in
framing our understanding of security challenges in such a way as to
highlight certain aspects of the process of weapons production and
diffusion and to occlude or obscure other aspects. The dominant
metaphors of proliferation—balance and stability—are shown to
privilege policy solutions that concentrate on strategies of technology
denial, but that therefore downplay the importance of dual-use-
technology imports for economic development and minimize the
significance of the political and economic interests behind the supply
of weapons technology. Finally, Karin Fierke examines the collapse
and reconstruction of the East-West relationship. Her analysis brings
to bear themes from Wittgenstein’s linguistic analyses in order to
demonstrate the way in which a shared discourse or language of
security helped to constitute the identities and actions of NATO and
the Warsaw Pact. She concentrates on the extended metaphoric use of
notions of families and homes in the construction, renovation, and
reconstruction of the European security architecture, and she concludes
that the foundational metaphors have shifted away from those of a
family toward those of a club, in which one makes investments or
purchases insurance against a new range of unspecified risks in a fluid
international environment.

The contributions to part three highlight the convergence of
debates surrounding security and “world-order imperatives,” which
can be found in efforts to redefine the scope of United Nations actions
to achieve international peace and security, or at the intersection of
universalist and regionalist perspectives on security orders. The
chapter by Thomas Risse-Kappen returns to the social constructivist
themes evoked above and contrasts a rationalist account of
multilateral cooperation in the security realm to a constructivist one,
in which the preferences and interests of actors are explicitly part of
the explanatory framework rather than exogenously given. This leads
him to a focus on the changing normative and prescriptive content
of Security Council resolutions and United Nations actions in the
postCold War period, and to conclude that a rationalist approach
cannot explain the emergence of new norms of multilateralism, but
that these norms have to date been only weakly implemented and
enforced in recent UN operations. Amitav Acharya’s contribution
focuses on regional conflicts in the Third World and the ways in
which understandings of security derived from the Western experience
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need to be adapted to the manifold security challenges of the
developing world. He advocates an increased concentration on
region-specific approaches to security, whether these are manifest in
different institutional arrangements or in different understandings
of how order is maintained and security created. Finally, the chapter
by Ken Booth and Peter Vale on southern Africa discusses the way in
which critical understandings of security could be brought to bear
on the construction of a regional security order in postapartheid
southern Africa. More explicitly activist than most of the other
chapters, it advocates a rethinking of who must be secured, what the
agenda of threats will be, and what the role of South Africa may be
in the emerging regional order. It also discusses possible regional
security orders in terms of some familiar concepts, such as Karl
Deutsch’s security communities, the notion of comprehensive security,
and the possible role of regional security institutions.

CONCLUSION

In spite of the diversity of orientations and approaches represented in
the chapters that follow, the contributors were united on two things.
First, they shared a dissatisfaction with the “renaissance” account of
strategic/security studies, in which new issues and challenges are being
subsumed under old (and unexamined) approaches to the discipline.
Second, they were perhaps equally dissatisfied with a simple
“expansionist” agenda for security that celebrates the end of the Cold
War as an opportunity to remove military and security issues from
center stage and replace them with diverse challenges to individual
and collective well-being or human survival.

Obviously, one edited volume cannot capture the entire range of
contributions that can be made to a broader and more critical
conception of security studies. Seen as part of an emerging and ongoing
project, however, this volume contributes to a reinvigorated debate
that compels scholars, students, and practitioners to think seriously
about the conceptual limitations of orthodox conceptions of security,
the difficulties inherent in attempts to redefine or broaden the concept,
and the practical research questions and strategies that can be used to
move beyond critique toward more intellectually satisfying
reformulations of security studies. The task is important, both in
scholarly and practical terms, if security studies is to help us meet the
challenges of world politics in the twenty-first century.
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Contesting an Essential Concept:

Reading the Dilemmas in Contemporary

Security Discourse

 
SIMON DALBY

 
Violence may be the ultima ratio of politics, but it has never been the only
ratio; and in a life that now has to be lived with a proliferating array of
devices capable of threatening lethal global consequences it simply cannot be
allowed to enjoy the practical, intellectual and moral licence once extended
to it in our political discourses.

—DAVID CAMPBELL AND MICHAEL DILLON, “THE END OF
PHILOSOPHY AND THE END OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS”

 

CONTESTING SECURITY

The Cold War is over, we are told, but even a casual reading and
viewing of dominant Western media suggest that threats to security
continue to proliferate. In the academy and in foreign-policy journals
new threats are analyzed and new dangers assessed. The catalog of
dangers requiring state interventions to monitor and control continues
to attract analytical attention and generate expert prognoses.1

Intelligence agencies have partly converted themselves into collectors
of economic information; the discourses of competitiveness suggest
that innovation is now a matter of national importance.
Environmental concerns as threats to regional if not global security
percolate in the bureaucracies of many Western states. These policy

1
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themes are connected to recent attempts to reformulate foreign and
security policies by many states, and noticeably by the NATO alliance.

These policy debates have been paralleled by discussions, within
the academy in general and within international relations in particular,
about how security should be reformulated to adapt to new
circumstances.2 The global security problematique, it is often argued,
now encompasses much more than the contest for political supremacy
in the processes of superpower rivalry. Often under the rubrics of
“common security” or “cooperative security,” the themes of
nonoffensive defense, economic security, environmental security,
societal insecurities, drug threats, even human rights and the autonomy
of civil society have been added in attempts to reformulate security
policies to encompass many new items on the global political agenda.3

Simultaneously, it has been suggested, by feminists in particular, that
security needs to be rethought to downplay the use of military force,
to recognize the violent consequences of its conventional formulations
and the limited applicability that these political strategies have for
dealing with structural inequality and environmental degradation.4

Beyond this, one prominent scholar with a theoretical inclination has
suggested the reformulation of security to encompass various aspects
of human liberation.5 Another recent analysis shifted the focus from
state to societal security, although without apparently resolving many
of the difficulties that a solely state—centric formulation traditionally
posed.6

These extensions and simultaneous questionings of security raise
the crucial issue of whether the discursive practices of Cold War security
policy, premised on the necessity of ensuring military preparedness,
maintaining secrecy, and working out strategies for using nuclear
weapons in international conflict, really offer a useful policy approach
or scholarly framework for dealing with political problems of economic
dislocation, political violence, the growing numbers of refugees,
environmental degradation, and the failure to think or act seriously
concerning questions of sustainable livelihoods around the globe.
During the Cold War critics of the Western use of the term security
and of the practices of strategic studies pointed out that they were
both used to maintain the dominance of American political priorities
on the global scene. Little in the policy literature on the future of
Western security and NATO suggests that this usage has disappeared.7

Indeed, it might be argued that the dilemma of academic security
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discourse after the Cold War is precisely that its conceptual
infrastructure has long outlived any usefulness it might have once had
and has mutated into a number of discourses that operate to maintain
the unjust political order of developed and underdeveloped and
overconsumption in the developed world at the expense of degradation
of the global environment.8

Extending the ambit of security without simultaneously investigating
the formulation of what it is that is being rendered secure is a
particularly tempting strategy for analysts and practitioners of national
security, now that the certainties of the Cold War confrontation have
evaporated, but it is one that begs precisely the questions that should
be asked. The question then is whether, in the process of extending the
ambit of threats requiring a military response, one is not further
militarizing society rather than dealing more directly with political
difficulties. As Lothar Brock puts it in discussing the possibilities of
environmental security as a policy focus, “defining environmental issues
in terms of security risks is in itself a risky operation…. we may end
up contributing more to the militarization of environmental politics
than to the demilitarization of security politics.”9 Taking this point
further, contemporary global problems suggest the necessity for fairly
dramatic political change in numerous contexts.10 Can security studies
make this theme clear? The political order itself may generate insecurity,
in which case security studies may well need to be a subversive
enterprise. But national and international security, premised on the
desirability of order, are usually understood as precisely that which is
not subversive.

It might be possible, and it is perhaps much easier, to challenge
conceptualizations of security by drawing on literature in peace
research, peace studies, or a number of other literatures to somehow
formulate a better understanding of what security should be. But
security is a crucial term, both in the political lexicon of state policy
makers and among academics in the field of international relations.
Precisely because of the salience of security, the current debates about
reformulating it provide, when read as political discourse in need of
analysis rather than as a series of solutions to problems, a very
interesting way to come to grips with what is at stake in current debates
about world politics and the constitution of the post-Cold War political
order. Instead of reformulating the security problematique from
outside, this chapter reads the contemporary formulations of security
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discourse in its own terms, working with the difficulties and dilemmas
of security to explore the discursive terrain of this important and
“essentially contested concept.”11

Thus the rest of this chapter attempts to work with the dilemmas
of security as a concept and simultaneously to engage with the political
implications of its contemporary reformulations. The thrust of the
argument suggests that the contemporary additions, enlargements and
reformulations of the concept of security, premised on the assumed
virtue of security in the modern world, turn out to be very difficult to
add to security as it was conventionally understood for most of the
Cold War. They are, however, vulnerable to being coopted into the
Cold War geopolitical formulations of militarized foreign policies.
Security is a contested term, one with multiple meanings, some of
which are not at all necessarily logically linked to conventional
understandings. Most interestingly, as far as the analysis presented in
this chapter goes, the additions to, and expansions and reformulations
of, security can be read as destabilizations and contestations of the
term itself. The implications of these readings of security suggest that
the concept and its related practices can be understood as a number of
political problems, ones that have, among other consequences,
profoundly unsettling implications for the field of security studies, as
well as more widely for International Relations.

WHOSE SECURITY? THROUGH GENDERED LENSES DARKLY

During the Cold War, security was often presented as protection and
safety, but the threat of nuclear destruction in particular undermined
in many ways the assertions of safety, calling into question the
possibility of the technological provision of security. During that time
the dangers of nuclear warfare also rendered all women vulnerable to
violence as a consequence of the political arrangements that supported
nuclear-weapon-based security policy. Precisely these political
arrangements marginalized the role of women. It is not surprising
that in a world of mutually assured destruction those with no direct
stake in the military institutions often understood technological
violence, the use of resources for military purposes, and the persistence
of geopolitical divisions as the political problem rather than as a
solution to problems of insecurity.

Technology, surveillance, and the political division of space
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substantially shaped the discourses of security during the Cold War.12

The conventional understandings involved the threat, and sometimes
the imposition, of military force, the operation of surveillance
technologies that produced huge volumes of information, and the
careful demarcation of spheres of interest and defined carceral spaces
that were technologically patrolled and controlled. The possibility of
politics was constrained by structural anarchy and the radical
disjunction of geopolitical spaces. Seeing through gendered lenses, being
sensitive to the different social experiences of different genders, and
looking at how pervasive conceptual and terminological dichotomies
often have gendered attributes, it is not hard to argue that built into
these masculinist definitions of power are all the modernist assumptions
of control, domination and surveillance that premise security in one
way or another on violence and spatial control.13 This point is
important in unraveling the dilemmas of security in the current context.
In reconsidering security through feminist lenses in particular, the
assumptions of power, control, knowledge, and the resort to violence
look increasingly suspect as appropriate modes of response to
contemporary political problems.14

The feminist investigations of global power relations, perhaps
clearest in Cynthia Enloe’s contemporary writings, suggest a very
different understanding of power in global politics, one that challenges
the conventional focus of states as autonomous actors and raises the
difficult question of what is being secured in the provision of security
as conventionally defined.15 By looking at the lives of women in
numerous places and social positions, from diplomatic wives to migrant
domestic workers, Enloe argues that conventional international-
relations practices render women insecure and subject to violence in
numerous ways but also make them an indispensable part of these
contemporary political practices. Just as their rights to land ownership
are limited in many parts of the world, so too their status as passport
holders has often been limited and their rights to travel restricted.16

Thus, masculine spaces define women’s places in numerous politically
important ways beyond the most obvious social segregations and the
construction of the spheres of the masculine public and the feminine
private that have been the focus of much feminist attention. The
feminist arguments that security (in terms of masculinist modes of
domination) secures patriarchal relations of power and renders women
insecure precisely because they are women undercuts the state—centric
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logic of the security discourse. Such arguments challenge the essential
rationale of state security in supposedly providing citizens with physical
safety within the political community that is defined in terms of the
territorial container of the state.

In rethinking international relations in these terms, feminist
analyses raise perhaps most directly the crucial point that is so often
silenced in the conventional neorealist premises in contemporary
security studies. They ask the simple question of who and what
precisely is being rendered secure by the provision of national and
international security.17 Looking at the fate of women in the societies
that are supposedly made safe by the policies of security provision
offers a powerful line of critique by pointing out that in many ways
national security operates to render women insecure. Masculine
definitions of appropriate behaviors in military organizations leave
women vulnerable to abuse and rape and often limit the socially
accepted roles they can perform. Women in these societies are not
secure in many meaningful ways. Put directly, this is the dilemma of
using violence as the mode of preventing violence. Can security be
provided by the social implements of violence that are the ostensible
cause of insecurity because of their possession by Others? Ultimately,
this logic leads to the question of whether, in a world of nuclear—
armed states, security in any general sense can be provided by nuclear
weapons.18 It also raises the question of whether it can be provided
by the security practices that Carol Cohn has termed
“technostrategic” discourse.19

Similar logic works in the case of broader definitions of security.
Resources spent on military preparation are not available for the
provision of social services, and hence, security understood in the broad
sense of welfare and the provision of basic needs can also be
undermined.20 Women’s livelihoods and environmental sustainability
in underdeveloped states facing the financial constraints of “structural
adjustments” are not easily understood in the terms of either Cold
War security discourses or contemporary notions of global security as
being provided by international organizations.21 But these factors
directly affect physical survival, the most basic premise of security. As
is the case with development, conventional notions of security cannot
provide food, health care, and shelter to poor women across the
South.22 Nor can global climate change be controlled or dealt with by
these ways of thinking and acting. Indeed, given the military’s roles as
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a polluter and user of petroleum fuels, in most cases they are seriously
aggravated by conventional security practices. All of these questions
raised by feminist writers, but until recently absent in academic
discussions of international security, force attention on the politics of
security provision and, crucially, on the social arrangements that are
being secured.

Based on these considerations, the feminist critiques (like the
post—structuralist writers discussed below) point to the political
order of modernity as a series of social and political constructions.23

This analysis challenges the ontotheological status of the taken—
for—granted formulations of anarchy that inform so much of security
thinking. Hence, states and alliances are not the assumed starting
point for analysis of state behavior and the application of strategic
planning, but the political problem to be analyzed. Taken further,
this shift in focus to analyze the power structures implicit in the
provision of security suggests that rather than operating in game
theoretic modes, premised on masculinist-defined rational actors,
security analysts should investigate the operation of power and
violence in a sociologically sensitive manner. Unraveling the
contingency of the supposedly universal anarchy of states and refuting
the gender-specific notions of states of nature disentangles the
practices of security discourse, calling into question both its
foundational assumptions in supposedly Hobbesian or Rousseauian
metaphors, and how its practices act to perpetuate the militarization
of international politics.24

SECURITY DISCOURSE AS POLITICAL PRACTICE

This leads the discussion to the crucial geopolitical formulations of
security and the policing functions of the political spaces of security
states. Security as conventionally formulated is about the protection
of a political community of some sort, with community understood as
a population with attributes in common. These attributes are usually
articulated in terms of territorial community having commonalities
that external Others imperil in ways that require violence or the threat
thereof to dissuade.25 Difference is posited as threatening when identity
is premised on a supposedly vulnerable sameness. The question then
arises, can security be rethought in terms that do not necessarily equate
difference with threat and that recognize the possibility of conducting
foreign policy in terms of an “ethics of heteronomous responsibility”?26
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Among other things, this requires a recognition of the flows and the
interconnections of transboundary interactions with the formulation
of political identity and responsibility. Such an approach to foreign
policy making would, in Michael Shapiro’s terms, require a very
different series of practices of “making foreign,” and a recognition
that sovereignty understood simply as autarkic control over territory
is not tenable.27

The poststructuralist dissidents in international relations also
question the whole operation of security as a discourse for making
sense of contemporary politics.28 They argue that discourse implicates
practitioners in the practices that they claim to be only observing
from some detached, neutral vantage point.29 More so than most,
security has been a state policy practice as much as an academic
activity. Among other themes, the critics point to the politics of
security discourse and the importance of media representations in
legitimating political orders in numerous locations.30 The intimate
relationship between foreign policy making and academic research
and teaching is also obvious in the sociology of the disciplines
involved and the dynamics of academic conferences where
practitioners and scholars so frequently rub shoulders and blur the
boundary lines.

Academic tools of analysis are often closely related to the social
institutions that manage social phenomena, formulate state policy,
and oversee its administration. This was particularly so in matters of
strategy and security during the Cold War, where expertise involved a
series of security discourses that structured analysis and policy
prescription.31 David Campbell has shown that security is a policy
discourse that has frequently worked to constitute political order rather
than to initiate social change.32 National security has very often been
a conservative formulation equating the political status quo with
desirable order. Likewise, the assumption that Western political
identities are unproblematic, not to mention universally desirable, and
that all political matters are to be judged by their criteria leads all too
quickly to the attribution of difference as a threat. Formulating social
problems other than direct violence in terms of security too easily
results in militarization or violence as a solution to what is defined as
a problem. Thus, social theory is a political practice in that it situates
actors, articulates identities, and legitimizes organizations and
institutions.
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Three episodes from the Cold War support the contention that
security discourses are constitutive of the problematique that,
according to the positivist contention, their practitioners supposedly
merely observe. First is the importance of the U.S. National Security
Council document NSC–68, the key policy formulation that
articulated the American national security interest in terms of a
military threat from the Soviet Union in 1950. The point that both
Charles Nathanson and Robert Latham make clearly, albeit in
different ways, is that there were other possible political scripts, ones
that would not necessarily have led to the militarization of the Cold
War confrontation, a militarization that George Kennan, the
supposed architect of the policy of containment, was later to
repudiate.33 The NSC–68 was a deliberate choice to conduct politics
in a certain discursive framework. Second, a quarter of a century
later, in the 1970s during the policies of detente, the Cold War
geopolitical precepts were no longer the unchallenged premises of
policy formulation in Washington. The Committee on the Present
Danger’s campaign to render them once again hegemonic in
Washington provided, with the accession of Ronald Reagan’s
administration to power, a specification of the geopolitical situation
that facilitated the remilitarization of U.S. foreign policy.34

Third, and more recently, it can be convincingly argued that an
important part of the unraveling of the Cold War system came about
as a result of Soviet reconceptions of security in the 1980s.35 Michael
MccGwire’s widely ignored analysis suggests clearly that the Soviet
leadership rethought their security policy quite drastically in the mid–
1980s, in the aftermath of the war scare of 1983 and the accession of
a new leadership to power in the Kremlin.36 Key to understanding the
processes of perestroika and Mikhail Gorbachev’s innovative foreign
policy was a clear decision that the Leninist strategic code, concerning
the likelihood of war triggered by imperialist ambitions and crises, no
longer held. The assumption that the superpower relationship could
be managed politically rather than militarily is crucial to what
subsequently transpired. These innovations occurred before the
economic collapse and political implosion of Soviet power. Indeed,
one can argue that the shifting of Soviet security priorities was crucial
to initiating the drastic changes in Eastern Europe in 1989.37

It is interesting to note that, like many other contributions,
Edward Kolodziej’s meditations on the end of the Cold War occlude
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this whole theme of shifting Soviet priorities by simply arguing
that the Soviet Union was a political and security failure.38 The
significance of not paying attention to the changing social
constitution of Soviet security policy is that it supports Western
triumphalist scriptings of the end of the Cold War. This in turn
suggests that “we won” because of the superiority of “our” social
institutions and the appropriateness of “our” security policy. This
script of the end of the Cold War, as a Western triumph rather than
as a result of the Soviet decision to end the military confrontation,
adds to the ideological support for maintaining the institutions of
the Cold War and modeling future policies on this apparently
successful formulation. Read as a consequence of changing security
priorities by a superpower, the events of the end of the Cold War
suggest very different interpretations, ones that undermine the self-
confidence in Western institutions and call into question the
presuppositions of security premised on geopolitics and
technological violence. This point about changing official
assumptions about security having dramatic political implications
is unavoidable for any serious attempt to rethink the security
problematique. It is precisely what makes the political and policy
debates about how to reformulate security (in what Ronald Steel
so pointedly calls the “doctrine gap”) after the Cold War so
important.39

DILEMMAS OF EXTENDED SECURITY

The traditional notions of a security dilemma refer to the observation
that military preparations in one state, made in the name of providing
for protection of a population, often have the unintended consequence
of alarming policy makers in other states. Increased power in one
state makes other state policy makers react by taking military and
political actions to protect their state against the possibilities of
military threat from the first state. Thus, unilateral action stimulates
unintended consequences that aggravate rather than improve the
situation.40 This notion that the pursuit of security produces
unintended and disruptive positive feedback can also be used to
analyze proposals about extending the ambit of security. This is
perhaps most obvious in the debates about environmental security.
But the theme can be used to interrogate critically other literature
on various forms of extended and nonmilitary security.41 The
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dilemmas of contemporary security provision suggest that in the
process of providing various forms of security, insecurities are also
reproduced, often in ways that either actually undermine the initial
production of security or that merely perpetuate the problems to
which they are supposedly providing solutions. The following three
dilemmas outline these conceptual difficulties in relation to matters
of economic security, the “war on drugs,” and the discourse of
environmental security.

Dilemma 1: Economic Security

The concern with economic security is obvious in the Clinton
administration’s rhetoric, and in the language of numerous writers
in American policy journals in the 1990s. More specifically, these
writers are concerned in part with ensuring an international political
regime that provides domestic prosperity.42 Concern about Japanese
economic control over aspects of the U.S. economy has led to autarkic
and protectionist arguments, a form of “geoeconomic” discourse
that runs counter to the traditional rationales of free trade but that
uses nationalist and security language to posit Japan as a threat.43

But the discourse on economic security is also explicitly concerned
with the growing lack of control by the U.S. government over key
technological innovations that have important military utility.44 The
point has often been made that the vaunted “smart munitions” used
in the Gulf War were dependent on Japanese-produced electronic
components.

Thus, there is a dilemma between international trade as an essential
prerequisite for global, and hence American, prosperity (a crucial
political value, in the language of realism, that the state should
supposedly pursue), and the erosion such trade has on national
technological capabilities that are crucial to the production of
contemporary state—of—the—art military hardware. The
contradictions are also clear where intelligence agencies become
involved in matters of industrial espionage and counterespionage in
the name of national competitiveness, or in the loosely related concern
of maintaining a national defense industrial base. Given the increasingly
global operation of corporations, where substantial proportions of
international trade are in fact transactions between different parts of
the same global corporation, the applicability of national boundaries
as economic and security demarcations are increasingly suspect.
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In some other forms these arguments have parallels in the
contemporary extension of the traditional Cold War geopolitical
arguments about vulnerabilities of the raw—material supply route
and the necessity of protecting trading partners to ensure supplies in
times of crisis.45 Further, American formulations that emphasize the
importance of specifically strategic minerals are sometimes vulnerable
to the simple charge of circular reasoning. Military aircraft use
substantial quantities of relatively rare metals whose known sources
are in remote and politically unstable regions. To ensure access to
these materials, it is then argued, requires the production of military
equipment capable of guaranteeing continued access to the raw
materials needed to produce the military equipment. In the face of
increasing globalizations, these geoeconomic arguments to reassert
access to resources in the South also challenge the arguments for
international trade that suggest that global interdependence is necessary
to ensure prosperity. The dilemmas here are also fairly clear, albeit
not exactly new. One set of security priorities points to autarky, the
other clearly to international interdependence.

Dilemma 2: The War on Drugs

Extending the theme of security to matters such as the so-called drug
war in the United States suggest the dangers to a broadly conceived
notion of security. In the case of the war on drugs through the 1980s,
the security discourses and the practices that go with them were very
obviously in play in U.S. policy debates.46 Where drugs are portrayed
as an external threat to the social fabric of the state, their importation
is viewed in analogous terms as an invasion, a violation of sovereignty.
Frontiers are being violated, we are told; interdiction and military
action are obviously the solution to the problem. What follows is the
strengthening of police forces and the escalation of violence against
the suppliers of the narcotics and the users of these controlled
substances. The crucial assumption built into the (security) discourses
of drug wars is that the source of the problem is external supply of
substances, not an internal matter of health or social policy.47 Dealing
only with the supply side perpetuates the problem by doing nothing
to reduce the demand for drugs.

Those opposed to drug wars point to the hazards of militarization,
the increased use of violence by both drug dealers and police, and the
perpetuation of the criminalization of addicts who might be much
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better dealt with through the very different discursive practices of
therapy and medical treatment.48 Taken one step further, the drug war
militarizes social relationships in the areas of the South that receive
military assistance to tackle drug production, processing, and
distribution as a military problem, without necessarily solving the key
problems of poverty and underdevelopment that force so many into
drug production and distribution as a way of economic survival. The
argument for decriminalization of drugs and the regulation of their
distribution suggests a very different reading of what constitutes the
problem. Focusing on the social conditions that support the drug
economy and subculture suggests that there are many flaws in the
polity that offers little hope of social success to many people.

To argue that security is the most important lens through which to
view this issue implicitly constructs the political identity that is being
rendered secure as unproblematic and as the desired political order.49

Shoring it up by imputing external threats to and internal subversion
of that political order is an important political strategy, one that usually
works against social reform and defines as beyond consideration
policies designed to deal with social problems through strategies that
accept the need for domestic political reform. Understanding the
problem as one analogous to traditional national-security
preoccupations produces a dilemma in that what is being secured is
the power of the state to intervene in a variety of social arenas, but the
personal health and security of the individuals actually using the
substances is not improved. The ostensible reason for conducting a
war on drugs in the first place is displaced in a way that perpetuates
rather than solves the problem. The dilemma is quite clear: in this
case security (broadly defined to refer to the national population)
cannot be secured by the application of traditional national-security
practices.

Dilemma 3: Environmental Security

Early advocates of linking problems of environmental degradation
to traditional security discourses were hopeful that the rhetorical
ploy would result in increased priority being given to matters of
environment in the policy—making circles in the U.S. and other
Western states. Some writers explicitly argued that environmental
degradation would trigger conflict.50 But despite some early
suggestions by Gro Harlem Brundtland and others, the term
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environmental security was apparently eclipsed by the discussions
of other matters at the Earth Summit.51 Vice President Al Gore’s
writings before the 1992, election included suggestions for a strategic
environment initiative, but little was heard on these themes as a focus
of policy action from the Clinton administration until early 1994.
Then Robert Kaplan’s alarmist article about the future of global
politics in the Atlantic Monthly magazine, which predicted a “coming
anarchy” because of conflict caused by environmental degradation,
generated considerable attention.52

Environmental security is a problematique that clearly reveals the
difficulties of thinking about security if the complex contexts of
environmental politics and security policy are critically examined. The
conflation of the themes exposes a number of dilemmas that call into
question either one or the other term’s political efficacy.53

Three dilemmas are fairly clear. First, the haste with which at least
some parts of the U.S. military were willing to adopt environmental
themes in the immediate aftermath of the Cold War gives pause for
thought. The military record on environmental protection in many
societies is much less than reassuring. The environmental legacy of
Cold War nuclear test ranges, weapons-making facilities, and
abandoned toxic waste at military facilities in many states is one aspect
of the issue.54 But beyond this is the parallel concern that institutions
concerned with secrecy and centralized control, not to mention
frequently being exempt from environmental regulation under some
variation of doctrines of sovereign immunity, are simply not
appropriate social organizations for dealing with environmental
issues.55

Second, conventional formulations of security that support
maintaining the North’s political status quo implies maintaining
consumer lifestyles, which in turn require protection of Northern
access to resources around the world. On this large scale the
environmental—security discourse raises once again the simple but
fundamental question of what exactly is being rendered secure.
Whatever political arguments may have been made at the time, the
United States was in a war in the Persian Gulf in 1991 at least in
part to ensure the maintenance of oil supplies to the industrialized
world. The economic patterns of industrial production in developed
parts of the world depend to a large extent on oil. It is precisely this
dependence that is the major contribution to the changing
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composition of the global atmosphere, with all the possible
consequences that flow from this in terms of climate change and
environmental disruption. If environmental security is, at least in
part, about protecting societies from disruptions caused by
anthropogenic climate change, then maintaining the American (and
the rest of the developed world’s) way of life based on the huge use
of fossil fuels is obviously not contributing to environmental security
in the sense of protecting environments.

Third, the dilemmas of linking environment and security also refer
to enlarging the operation of the formal commercial sector in the
South. Security based on modernization and the promotion of
economic growth often leads to environmental destruction. Forests
are stripped and clear—cut in the search for profits for development,
while water supplies are contaminated and indigenous peoples
deprived of subsistence. Modernization is secured at the cost of
disrupted ecologies and the denial of subsistence, as seen in the recent
political turmoil in Southern Mexico. The Chiapas revolt early in
?994 was at least in part about control over land. The link between
the turmoil and the North American Free Trade Agreement was made
by a number of human-rights watchers. Commercial interests hoping
to expand external markets are, so their reports say, enclosing and
clearing land that traditionally was used by indigenous and peasant
peoples for their subsistence. This is a frequently heard theme in
conflicts over resources and land in the underdeveloped world.56 The
desperation of the dispossessed has, it seems, led to political unrest
and widespread insecurity. But the reimposition of political order by
the military reinforces the disruption of these people’s lives,
perpetuating violence and encouraging migration to the cities of Latin
and North America. The politics of modernization often involve these
conflicts; the political order protected by nationalsecurity policies in
many underdeveloped states is related to the destruction of
ecosystems, most obviously of tropical rain forests. Once again,
securing modernity seems to be antithetical to environmental
protection.57

On this point it is also worth remembering that the premise of the
notion of sustainable development is precisely that conventional
notions of development are not sustainable. In terms of the debates in
academic literature on these matters as they relate to security, the
dilemma can be perhaps most clearly seen in Barry Buzan’s discussions



18 · SIMON DALBY

of the possibility of a mature anarchy’s providing for international
security on a global scale.58 His theory in part suggests that security is
premised on much of the world’s becoming advanced industrialized
democracies. If this is impossible because of ecological limitations
(rather than resource shortages, as earlier arguments suggested), then
the prognosis for a global future of peace and security, if security is
understood as requiring conventional industrial development, is not
good. Ecological limitations suggest that the industrialdemocratic
assumptions present a dubious (ethnocentric?) premise on which to
construct the edifice of a security order.

These dilemmas lead to the argument that either security or
environment has to be rethought to allow for an easy conflation of
the terms. Security understood as the perpetuation of the modern
order seems antithetical to the preservation of the environment.
Preserving the environment in turn seems antithetical to the
preservation of the modern political economy that is, according to
conventional thinking, the referent that should be secured. The
dilemma of environmental security is this simple, but none of the
suggested reformulations is easy.

THE POLITICS OF SECURITY DISCOURSE

The difficulties of expanding security to encompass themes such as
environmental degradation or drug wars, and the problems of
reconceptualizing security if feminist and poststructuralist critiques
of its conventional formulations are taken seriously, together raise the
question of the political functions of security discourse and the role of
the academic study of international security issues after the Cold War.
A number of writers have recently argued that conventional thinking
in international relations is deeply flawed both by its failure to predict
or understand the dramatic political changes of 1989 to the present,
and its apparent inability to adjust its conceptual tools to deal with
global political changes.59 Viewed from the perspective of global
environmental changes, and the apparent complete failure of state
governments to come to terms with the nature and scale of worsening
poverty and environmental degradation around the world at the Rio
conference of 1992, this question of what the purpose of security
discourses are after the Cold War seems particularly pertinent.60 More
specifically, this question is also germane given the apparent failure of
substantial institutional reform in the U.S. military in the past few
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years, where large military budgets continue despite changed political
circumstances.61

But there are now many arguments, not least those that point to
the erosion of democratic oversights and the distortions of economic
life by military production, to add to the antinuclear arguments of
the 1980s against militarized versions of security.62 These suggest
that the triumphalism of Francis Fukuyama’s arguments, or for that
matter of the NATO officials who suggest that containment and
liberal democracy won the Cold War (and are therefore sacrosanct
institutions precisely because of their supposed victory), is an idea
that very seriously misreads the global political situation. But defining
the world in terms of the triumph of liberal democracy, as opposed
to the recently vanquished and hence obviously inadequate
alternatives, blinds the discourse to all the pressing issues of global
degradation.

More specifically, given the primacy of order in the thinking of
international relations theorists of the realist persuasion, and the
security intellectuals who continue to see the world in terms of military
threats, one can easily argue that these modes of reasoning are powerful
tools in the arsenals of those who are uninterested in dealing with
questions of injustice, degradation, and human rights. As Mick Dillon
has long argued, politics is about the definition of danger.63 Dangers
of military threats and drug importation are a lot easier to mobilize
concerned publics and policy communities to tackle than the more
amorphous threat of environmental degradation. Indeed, it is precisely
because the new threats are not (yet?) enemies that they are less easy
to formulate in the conventional terms of security or other traditional
forms of political discourse.64 But it is not hard to imagine a
reimposition of geopolitical discourses in international politics under
the guise of Western-led global environmental managerialism, where
environmental refugees and economic migrants are constructed as
external threats requiring extensive surveillance and military
responses.65

There also remains a nagging ethnocentric doubt about the whole
discursive enterprise of international security studies, one that
parallels the doubts about the use of more explicitly geopolitical
rhetoric after the Cold War. As a number of writers have noted, the
Cold War was only partly about the superpower confrontation.66 It
was also a mode of hegemony whereby the United States dominated



20 · SIMON DALBY

the planet’s political life and constructed a geopolitical order in terms
of “us” and “them,” friend and foe. It has also been repeatedly noted
that International Relations is very much an American (and much
less so a British) social science.67 Bradley Klein has gone further than
this, arguing that security studies can be understood as a series of
discursive practices that provided the policy coordination that went
with incorporation into the U.S. political sphere.68 Seen in these
critical terms, the whole political preoccupation with security is less
a matter of a pregiven political reality and more a matter of the
social construction of political orders, which is premised on this
particular mode of understanding international politics that has so
often supported hegemonic policies.

This is not necessarily to make a simplistic claim that international
relations as a discipline is some kind of vast ideological disinformation
campaign. It is, however, to note that its recent critics have been
persistently pointing to the huge difficulties that the conventional
categories of analysis offer to attempts to reconceptualize global politics
and place new items on the global agenda.69 The definitions of politics
in neorealist scholarship are narrow and constraining, in few places
more so than in how they make it difficult to think about politics in
such terms as the local and the global, terms that often seem to have
more resonance with political experience than do the geopolitical rituals
of statecraft. They are even more constraining in the way that they
operate in terms of security as “the normalization and extirpation of
differences” promoting the political efficacy of tropes of violence as
appropriate political practice while contingent complexity is
simultaneously elided.70

Reviewing power and security through feminist lenses suggests
focusing on structural inequities and the social relationships of both
domination and cooperation as a better approach to understanding
the social dynamics of conflict. Getting away from competition and
the dynamics of polarization and concentrating instead on diplomacy,
cooperation, and the construction of communities across spatial
boundaries offers a very different view of security.71 To put matters
crudely, it extends the assumptions of the logic of common security
focusing on the common vulnerabilities of people in a variety of
different locations and arguing that the political structures of
modernity, patriarchy, and capitalism are the sources of insecurity.
But such a reformulation of security is so different as to call into
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question whether the term itself can be stretched to accommodate
such reinterpretations. Inescapably, it puts into question the utility of
the term in political discourse after the Cold War.

THE END OF SECURITY?

But if one removes the term security from the political lexicon, what
then? As Michael Williams has asked, “if you take away security,
what do you put in the hole that’s left behind?”72 Maybe the answer is
that there simply is not a hole. After all, the hole is in many ways a
relatively recent creation. Despite the frequent invocation of the name
of Thomas Hobbes as the architect of contemporary notions of security,
it was only in the middle of this century that security became the
architectonic impulse of the American polity and, subsequently, of its
allies. The emergence of security states elsewhere is often more recent.
In the United States, the National Security Council, the National
Security Agency, the Central Intelligence Agency, and related
institutions were early Cold War creations. Their rationale came from
a period of perceived danger to American interests which for the first
time were truly global in scope as a result of the U.S. victory over the
Axis powers. Coupling fears of Soviet ambitions, of a repeat of Pearl
Harbor, and of nuclear war, these institutions formed the heart of a
semipermanent military mobilization to support the policies of
containment militarism.73

If this context is no longer applicable, the case that the national
security state is not an appropriate mode for social organization in
the future is in many ways compelling. If security is premised on
violence, as security-dilemma and national-security literatures suggest
(albeit often reluctantly), perhaps the necessity of rethinking global
politics requires abandoning the term and the conceptual strictures
that go with it. Likewise, perhaps the discourse of international
security studies, if not all international relations, and for that matter,
more specifically geopolitical modes of reasoning, are also not
practically functional as the discursive frameworks for any political
arrangement that can hope to deal with some of the more pressing
global difficulties. As noted above, the difficulty of extending security
to deal with pressing political items is by now obvious. Perhaps the
time for a new language to encompass the political agendas of the
post-Cold War era has finally arrived.

The questions that this line of argument suggests include the
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following: Can security be reformulated to incorporate James Der
Derian’s admonition to celebrate rather than fear difference?74 Might
such sensitivities at least facilitate more cooperative approaches to
international political difficulties and tighten the leashes on the dogs
of war? Can security also be articulated to demilitarize the provision
of security and reformulate it in terms of compassion and caring, as
some feminist arguments suggest? Can it also be rearticulated to
emphasize diversity, adaptability, and built-in redundancy, as the
conflation of ecology and security seems to require in the more
farreaching understanding of environmental security as a political
desideratum? Can security be reformulated to recognize the plethora
of insecurities that confront most societies and to adapt to the premise
that certainty is a political impossibility? Finally, can a new security
politics operate in ways that displace the rituals of power that reproduce
the spatializations of authority facilitating the construction of
conventional security dilemmas? The scope of these questions is
obviously huge. But they are the questions that confront scholars
thinking critically about security, sovereignty, and geopolitics after
the Cold War.

SECURITY STUDIES AFTER SECURITY

A number of tentative suggestions for critical themes and questions
that might structure security studies follow from these arguments. First,
the argument presented above suggests that the difficulties with
reformulated conceptualizations of security in part may lie in the
conflation of numerous political and military factors. The links between
threat and militarized response are less than helpful when dealing with
either drugs or environment. Clearly, a case can be made convincingly
for de-linking these themes from security discourses and returning
them to the ambits of traditional diplomacy and (domestic) social-
reform-policy discourses. But doing so challenges the political order
of the national security state that Cold War militarization supported
for four decades. Rethinking security as a concept and as an intellectual
and pedagogic practice clearly means taking this point seriously.
Security is profoundly political; neorealist assumptions usually elide
this basic point; what it is that should be rendered secure is an essential
component of any discussion of security.

Second, military threats may well be best dealt with as such, as a
matter of defense in the absence of diplomatic accomplishment. This
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is the logic of Patrick Morgan’s recent suggestion that “it is important
to confine the concept of ‘security’ to physical safety from deliberate
physical harm inflicted internationally, i.e. across national
boundaries.”75 For this topic, strategic studies as a specialist discourse
is clearly appropriate. Ironically, such a pedagogic stance would also
find favor among more conservative military minds, particularly those
advocates of a Clausewitzian approach to military strategy.76 There is
much to recommend the reformulation of defense in terms of narrowly
defined military strategy and to disconnect the military dimension
from international politics as much as possible. As critics of Cold War
politics have long argued, maintaining conditions of partial military
mobilization in times of ostensible peace erodes what little democratic
control might be possible over foreign policy making and consumes
resources that might well be spent otherwise.

Third, in the aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union there is
no longer an external ideological threat to Western institutions. Security
is no longer credible in Western states, if it ever was, as part and
parcel of a policy of internal repression, monitoring, and harassment
of the political left. The ideological dimension of security confuses
political orientation with subversion. National propaganda is no longer
a conceivable part of what security might possibly involve in the current
political period. But these functions of the “security apparatus” are
likely to remain part of the political scene in Southern states that are
potentially unstable for reasons relating to poverty, injustice, or ethnic
composition.77 Here, security forces may remain the greatest threat to
the population that neorealist theory assumes they are protecting. A
critical security studies cannot ignore the politics of security provision
in differing political circumstances.

Fourth, the focus on economic espionage and the logic protecting
the knowledge base within a state for national competitiveness
suggests the persistence of a geopolitical understanding of security
as a matter of inviolate borders. This language suggests that the
“territorial trap” remains alive and well in international relations
thinking and foreign policy making.78 In a world where international
trade is so often intrafirm trade, this whole formulation is dubious
indeed. Economic security in a globalized economy is surely an
anachronistic formulation for an outmoded notion of national
sovereignty. All this may suggest the necessity of promoting
international cooperation and regimes, if not an international
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society. But more than this, the question of economic production
and the incorporation of most societies into the international
capitalist market calls into question the capabilities of states in the
era of globalizations.79 This is not to argue that they are likely to
disappear; rather, it is to raise the question of the capabilities of
states to guarantee prosperity in a rapidly changing world economy.
It is also to note the questionable assumptions in formulations of
security like Buzan’s that suggest that security is likely to emerge
contemporaneously with rich, liberal democratic polities. If either
theories of uneven development or environmental limits to growth
are even partly correct, the possibilities for all states to become
rich are precluded. Thus, security for all cannot be limited to
assumptions about conventional development strategies. This in
turn politicizes the concept of security by again focusing on who is
to be secured.

Fifth, all of these suggestions challenge the assumptions of
International Relations theory concerning the status of the state. The
autarkic territorial state is still often taken for granted in international
relations theory.80 Its ontological status has structured much of the
debate about security dilemmas and political behavior. The argument
in this chapter suggests that the state is the political entity that needs
investigation in terms of its supposed provision of security, rather
than having its provision of security taken for granted as the starting
point for analysis. Clearly, this argument is in line with Michael
Williams and Keith Krause’s call for a more historically nuanced
and interpretative international studies project.81 It further suggests
the necessities of thinking of security as only one possible mode of
governmentality.82 Understanding politics as about more than
territorial community is not easy in the terms of modern political
theory, but the limitations of so doing are particularly clear in
international relations.

Finally, possibly the most important reason for unbundling the
theoretical dimensions of security is related to the epistemological
and political matters implicit in the positivist assumptions of
neorealism. The assumption that most, if not all, things are both
knowable and hence predictable through the application of social
scientific methods and reasoning is intimately related to the
formulation of security as the management and control of risks and
threats. But just about any social or natural phenomenon can
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potentially be hazardous; protecting against every eventuality is
clearly impossible. But the assumptions of control and predictability
suggest that political and military interventions offer the possibility
of managing international politics. As so much of the past decade’s
political history suggests, however, this may be a dangerous illusion.
The will to power that is implicit in the positivist epistemology of
neorealism suggests that other less ambitious approaches deserve to
be taken more seriously.83

None of these conclusions necessarily charts a precise course for
the future of security studies. All they do is suggest themes for the
critical examination of contemporary security discourses. The social
contexts of security discourse have changed in the aftermath of the
Cold War. The dilemmas of reformulating security suggest that it is
time to reconsider seriously the whole concept, its rise to political
prominence with the origins of the Cold War, and the possibility of
thinking about global politics in ways that are not reduced to the
territorial and ethnocentric discourses of (national) security.84 Perhaps
more important are the political questions of the possibilities of
organizing global action around pressing issues of poverty,
development, and environmental degradation without formulating
them in terms of a security framework where technocratic and
managerial modes of governmentality are invoked in the absence of a
more flexible political imagination.85 The possibilities for such a
postsecurity security discourse may not be very bright as yet, but the
task of rethinking this important theme in contemporary politics in
the face of burgeoning global crises is surely worth the effort.
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From Strategy to Security:

Foundations of Critical Security Studies

 
KEITH KRAUSE AND MICHAEL C.WILLIAMS

INTRODUCTION

The nature of security has become one of the most widely discussed
elements in the intellectual ferment that has been triggered by the
end of the Cold War. Optimists have declared that the end of the
century is ushering in a new era of peace and cooperation, based
variously on liberal democracy, transnational capitalism,
international organizations, or a combination of the above.1 The
more pessimistic offer warnings of an anarchic future filled with
intercivilizational or ethnic conflict and weapons proliferation.2 Still
others, less absorbed with questions of military statecraft, have
focused on new threats or new understandings that require a basic
rethinking of security itself. Economic and environmental security
have often taken center stage here, although numerous other voices,
from human rights to gender to indigenous cultures, can be heard.3

Behind this chorus of voices lies a more disciplinary debate over
how the object of study should be defined. This can be framed in
terms of the tension between strategic studies and security studies.
One position in this debate argues that the proper umbrella or title
should be security studies, but that it should retain a relatively narrow
(or only slightly enlarged) understanding of its scope and purpose.4

Another position argues that the shift from strategic to security studies

2
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ought to expand the categories and areas of analysis considerably
beyond their traditional purview, with strategic studies retaining its
more narrow purpose and scope while being embedded within the
broader ambit of security studies.5 A basic challenge that expanded
conceptions of security must confront is the charge that they are not
about security at all.

This chapter does not address in any detail the many alternative
conceptions of security that have emerged in recent years. Our goal is
to make the debate between different approaches and orientations
theoretically self-conscious, as a prelude to greater understanding of
their respective strengths and weaknesses. It is driven by the conviction
that many of the current debates broach but fail to address critical
theoretical issues, and that the uncovering of their underlying premises
and commitments will allow the discussion to move beyond the
premature theoretical closure sought by advocates of a narrower
definition of security.

Contemporary debates over the nature of security often float on a
sea of unvoiced assumptions and deeper theoretical issues concerning
to what and to whom the term security refers.6 It is even difficult to
gain a perspective on how the central claims and assumptions of the
various strands of debate are related to controversies over the theory
and practice of security.7 As Barry Buzan has noted, although few
today defend a narrow definition of national security, “that advance
does not, however, mean that a consensus exists on what a more
broadly constructed conception should look like.”8 Or, as Helga
Haftendorn notes, there is no “common understanding of what security
is, how it can be conceptualized, and what its most relevant research
questions are.”9

What most contributions to the debate thus share are two
interrelated concerns: what security is and how we study it.
Underneath these lurk significant theoretical divergences, which can
in part be addressed by asking not just how we study security, but
what it is that is being secured. In the dominant (neorealist)
conception, the primary referent for security has been the state. While
many current arguments challenge the adequacy of this statecentric
conception, they have rarely examined systematically the implications
of so doing. Two elements are necessary in such a reconsideration.
First, one must come to terms with the reasons why the statecentric
conception still holds such sway and exercises such disciplinary
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authority. To challenge it necessarily involves understanding its claims
at a deeper level, especially because defenders of the neorealist
conception have mounted a spirited defense of the prevailing
intellectual order. Second, the construction of different conceptions
of security also requires a retheorization. While many analyses
provide useful insights into areas traditionally ignored, or into new
challenges that need to be taken account of, they have rarely reflected
fully on their own foundations.

A result of this disciplinary turmoil is that reconceptualizing security
has often come to resemble a grab bag of different issue areas, lacking
a cohesive framework for analyzing the complementary and
contradictory themes at work. Simply articulating a broad range of
newly emerging or newly recognized threats to human survival or
well-being will not in itself move security studies away from its
traditional concerns. This is particularly well illustrated in Robert
Dorff’s reaction to Charles Kegley’s attempt to broaden the agenda of
security studies in Kegley’s contribution to a recent text, Security
Studies for the 1990s.10 While he agrees that economic, ecological and
social questions represent issues of real concern, Dorff denies that
they represent security issues:
 

There is no conceptual thread in the Kegley list that holds them all
together except that they are “problems.” This is not to downplay the
serious nature of some of these problems, but “problems” is not a
concept. It does not help us organize the content of what we teach let
alone how we teach. “Problems” provides us with no ordering of reality
that we can use to create a common understanding of what it is that we
are talking about and the range of possible policy approaches to
addressing those problems.11

 
It is important to be clear about what is at stake here. The issue of the
distinction between threats and problems is a conceptual one. It
determines their status not according to their significance for human
welfare and survival, but by their relationship to prevailing conceptual
structures and analytic categories of security studies. To argue, as Dorff
does, that certain issues are problems not threats, the study of which
will “lead us down an unproductive intellectual path,” is a self-
referential claim. The prevailing conception of what it is to study
security (and thus what threats are) defines the terms within which
competing conceptions of threats are found wanting. At bottom, it
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amounts to saying that threats are what current schools of security
studies say they are, and that anything else (no matter how great a
concern for human survival it may be) is merely a problem.

As a vision of what it is to think about security, this claim obviously
severely restricts any attempt to rethink the issue (not to mention
how security studies is taught). The premise of this chapter is that
this claim is itself both a historical artifact and a considerable obstacle
to the creation of a more comprehensive and adequate understanding
of security in the contemporary world. Without addressing these
kinds of issues, attempts to rethink security are more than likely to
run into such a charge. We do not downplay the significance of the
position articulated by Dorff. Indeed, we think it represents a
significant challenge to rethinking security, one that has frequently
not been taken seriously enough by those seeking to broaden the
agenda of security studies. Conversely, however, we believe that it is
a challenge that can only be met by taking the field of security studies
much more seriously as an intellectual enterprise than has hitherto
been the case.

UNPACKING THE TRADITIONAL CONCEPTION OF SECURITY

The Evolution of Disciplinary Authority

To understand the debates surrounding so-called new threats to
security, it is useful to historicize the concept. Security, after all, is a
historically variable condition: while one might perhaps agree with
Thomas Hobbes’s claim that the fear of death is the one truly human
condition, the sources of this fear (not to mention less fatal threats)
vary drastically across time and space. Grasping the contemporary
meaning and nature of security, then, means coming to terms with the
historical dynamics that constitute contemporary world politics, and
the way in which security is understood within the dominant modes
of contemporary thought.

In the context of security studies, this recovery of the past is
particularly important and enlightening because the currently dominant
understandings rest in part on a series of claims about the history of
security and the evolution of thinking about it. Given typical and
influential formulation by Stephen Walt, dominant conceptions of
security studies view the history of the field as a fitful but gradual
evolution toward an objective, scientific discipline where the laws
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governing the realm of security are finally uncovered, or at the very
least where the correct method for their discovery has been
determined.12 As Walt puts it:
 

Security studies seeks cumulative knowledge about the role of military
force. To obtain it, the field must follow the standard canons of
scientific research: careful and consistent use of terms, unbiased
measurement of critical concepts, and public documentation of
theoretical and empirical claims. Although no research enterprise ever
lives up to these standards completely, they are the principles that
make cumulative research possible. The increased sophistication of
the security studies field and its growing prominence within the
scholarly community is due in large part to the endorsement of these
principles by most members of the field.13

 
In this vision, the history of security studies follows the model of a
particular understanding of the growth of scientific knowledge: one
of a linear progression through time that ultimately yields a form of
knowledge beyond time and history. While progress toward knowledge
may be frustratingly variable, the goal to which it aspires is not. To
understand, in this view, is to work within the strictures of a particular
conception of science and knowledge: the search for timeless, objective,
causal laws that govern human phenomena.

As a vision of the history and progress of science, this is a highly
contestable view.14 But for our purposes, the question of its historical
adequacy is less important than a realization of its significance for the
debate over the nature of security and security studies. Walt’s historical
rendition is far from a neutral survey of past and present trends; indeed,
his choice of the word renaissance is indicative. As a vision of the
relationship of history to knowledge, it is extremely powerful. In
portraying his view as the apogee in a linear process of scientific
progress, Walt creates an explicit epistemic hierarchy. This allows
conventional security studies to set itself up as the judge of alternative
claims: a particular reading of the meaning and evolution of the history
of strategic studies yields a clear contemporary claim to disciplinary
authority.

This is by no means a new argumentative tactic in the history of
strategic thought. As Azar Gat clearly demonstrates, “the military
thinkers of the Enlightenment maintained that the art of war was
[also] susceptible to systematic formulation, based on rules and
principles of universal validity.”15 And as John Shy argues, this set of
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beliefs was not confined to strategic studies (narrowly defined) but
“has become, during almost two centuries, so deeply embedded in
Western consciousness that many adherents refuse to accept it as a
‘mode’ of thinking at all.”16 Moreover, as Shy goes on to note, this
mode of thinking has played a long-standing role in defending strategic
studies from criticism, as “contemporary strategists echo [Henri de]
Jomini (in his defense against [Carl von] Clausewitz) by insisting that
[their] critics fail to meet the urgent demand of strategy for clarity,
rigor and utility.”17 Defenders of the prevailing intellectual order of
security studies stand clearly within this tradition.

By presenting an evolutionary vision of knowledge that draws on a
particular conception of science, and by identifying neorealist theory
as the expression of this process within security studies, Walt attempts
to anchor the legitimacy of neorealist security studies to a claim to
authority within the field. This unarticulated foundation then provides
the conceptual context within which the debate takes place. It is
precisely this move that allows Dorff so easily to make the claims
about what is legitimate analysis, about what is conceptually acceptable
and what is not.18 Threats are what prevailing conceptions say they
are, and security follows suit. This claim to authority, in turn, is justified
by a commitment to a form of knowledge that is presented as self-
evident and authoritative, but never fully articulated.

But it is not just a claim about evolutionary and scientific
knowledge that underlies neorealist security studies. Supported by
this metahistorical and epistemological foundation is a series of
foundational claims that are now presented as unproblematic facts.
The most important of these concerns the centrality of the state as
the subject of security and provides the basis for the exclusion of
issues other than those of traditional military diplomacy from the
field. Walt, for example, defines the scope of the discipline as “the
study of the threat, use, and control of military force. …it explores
the conditions that make the use of force more likely, the ways that
the use of force affects individuals, states and societies, and the specific
policies that states adopt in order to prepare for, prevent, or engage
in war.”19

No one would deny the significance of these issues. Yet given the
challenges that have been raised to thinking about security in these
narrowly traditional terms (not to mention the broader claims that so
state—centric a conception of International Relations is no longer
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tenable), how is it that Walt and the vision of security studies he
represents are so easily able to present these as the preeminent facts
and concepts generated by the historical evolution of knowledge about
security? Answering this question requires that we again go behind
the overt claims of neorealist security studies to examine the unspoken
premises that make them possible, to uncover the foundations that
allow it to claim that states and anarchy are the essential facts of
world politics, and that the preeminent foundation and concern of
security are the threats that follow from these facts.

States Are the Subjects; Anarchy Is the Condition;
Contractarianism Is the Solution

Despite its consistent invocations of the concept of structure, the
neorealist theory of International Relations is fundamentally
grounded in a particular conception of states and state action.20 The
sovereign nation-state is declared to be the subject within (or objective
reality of) international relations, although this claim itself is never
justified. It is simply taken as apparent or sufficiently demonstrated
elsewhere. While it would be foolhardy to deny the relevance of
states, it is also evident that the claim that states comprise the most
important elements in the contemporary world is one of the most
hotly debated issues in contemporary analysis. These debates usually
take the form of a dispute over what the relevant facts are:
transnational corporations and capital networks, international
organizations, and interstate cooperation, for example, are heralded
as facts that better represent the objective reality of the current world
than statecentric conceptions of international anarchy. These disputes,
for example, have been at the heart of the divergent analyses
concerning the future of European security.21

Given the multiplicity of facts with which one is confronted, then,
how is it that neorealism claims that states and anarchy are the
essential components in understanding international relations?
Neorealism’s key theoretical moves here involve a conception of the
individual subject that provides both a positivist epistemological
foundation and a conception of the sovereign realm of domestic
politics. Both elements are grounded in an understanding of human
subjectivity as self—contained instrumentally rational actors
confronting an external reality to which they relate objectively.22

Although this does not explicitly commit the field to a positivist
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conception of science (in the Weberian appraisal of Hans
Morgenthau, or in the more overtly socioscientific idiom of
microeconomics and rational—choice theories favored by many
contemporary analysts), the conception of state action as the
instrumentally rational pursuit of self-interest is the foundation of
theoretical analysis for the neorealist approach to security studies.23

Here the “logic of cooperation” and its antithesis, the logic of conflict,
engage their long-standing confrontation. Although cooperation is
not excluded, it can only arise under circumstances in which each
actor rationally calculates interest—maximizing strategies.24 The
analytic assumptions of instrumentally rational actors (and the
commitment to rationalism), however, remain the same.

In a conception most commonly (if somewhat erroneously) identified
with Thomas Hobbes, the individual subject as autonomous rational
actor is confronted by an environment filled with other similar actors.
These others are a source of insecurity, hence the classic security
dilemma. Whether this insecurity results from the nature of the actors
or from the situation in which they find themselves is here less
important than recognizing the common foundation from which both
possibilities spring: the wholly self—contained, instrumentally rational
subject. From this starting point, there can be no security in the absence
of authority, the state.

The state accordingly becomes the primary locus of security, and
with it, authority and obligation. Obligations between citizens
represent the limit—underwritten by the authority of the state—of
effective coordination of collective action, or community (depending
on the metaphor chosen). Either way, the security of citizens is
identified with that state, and, by definition, those who stand outside
it are threats, whether potential or actual. Relations between states
are, on this basis, thereby rendered purely strategic, in the
instrumental sense of the word. It is from this theoretical conception
that neorealist security studies begins in its claim to construct an
objective theory of security.

How, from the so-called facts of self—regarding, autonomously
constituted, and sovereign states, do we get international anarchy? A
particular state, as the individual rationalist, looks to its own interests
first and foremost. Despite the fact that in the long term this interest
might be better served through cooperation, each state cannot
rationally assume that all states would act in a cooperative fashion;
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therefore, it acts solely in its own interest, and all others do the same.
The classic analogy here, of course, is Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s parable
of the stag hunt, used so effectively by Kenneth Waltz and others.25 As
Richard Ashley has noted, this account rests on “an understanding of
international society…in which…there exists no form of sociality, no
intersubjective consensual basis, prior to or constitutive of individual
actors or their private ends.”26

The declaration that the state is the subject of security, and anarchy
the eternal condition of international relations, is premised not on
objective facts but is grounded in a deeper set of claims about the
autonomous nature of subjectivity and its relationship to sovereignty.
This underlying methodological individualist premise is shared by
neorealist and neoliberal approaches. The clearest illustration of this
is offered by the framing of the debate between the two: as Alexander
Wendt notes, both neorealist and neoliberal accounts share a
“rationalist” conception in which “questions about identity—and
interest—formation are therefore not important.”27 This can only make
sense within a commitment to some version of what C.B.Macpherson
called “possessive individualism,” which treats “human beings as
individually autonomous, ‘related to each other as proprietors of their
own capacities and of what they have acquired by their exercise.’”28 It
is but a short step from this conception to the neorealist view of state
action.

Anarchy becomes an objective fact because international relations
are defined by the absence of that which is necessary for political
order at all: the state. Anarchy, then, is derivative: it is a conclusion
based on an a priori claim about the nature of the individual human
subject and the kind of political order that this subjectivity necessarily
requires. The essence of the neorealist conception of international
relations is thus not simply the postulate of anarchy, positing a world
of self-regarding states operating under the security dilemma and
autonomously defining their own interests, but the assumption of a
particular form of individual rationality in state action as both the
source and outcome of that anarchy. Both state and anarchy, as the
foundations of the neorealist conception of security, are premised on
these more fundamental claims.

These contractarian foundations then provide the basis within
which neorealism’s second theoretical move can take place: the claim
to the authority of science. Neorealism and neoliberalism do not
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claim simply to represent bodies of opinion regarding international
relations. On the contrary, they claim to ground and justify their
analyses in strict opposition to the vicissitudes of opinion and
subjective interpretation, holding, rather, that they are founded on
the more secure tenets of science, of the objective representation of
reality. Hence, neorealism or neoliberalism entail not simply a claim
about the nature of international relations but a claim to know:
specifically, a scientific claim to know objectively the reality of
international relations. This belief in the appropriateness of the
physical sciences as the model for knowledge, and the desire to
separate objective truth from subjective opinion, continues—despite
considerable diversity in its embodiments—to unite the mainstream
approaches to the study of international politics.29 Robert Gilpin
(whom Walt cites with approval) provides an explicit restatement of
its centrality for realist thought: “An offspring of modern science
and the Enlightenment…. Realism is based on the practice of states,
and it seeks to understand how states have always behaved and
presumably always will behave.”30

If the discipline of International Relations is to proceed toward the
necessary knowledge, it must conform to the tenets of objective
knowledge as they have developed in other sciences. In neorealist
theory, the key to understanding the rational nature of reality is
rationality itself.31 In epistemological terms this means that the
discipline must treat the phenomena under consideration as objects.32

The nature of human action and subjectivity has provided a consistent
difficulty for such an epistemological stance. In the tradition of thought
from which the neorealist theory of International Relations emerges,
this problem is overcome through an appeal to the universality of
rational self—interest.33 The positing of a unitary state—as—actor as
the bearer of this rationality provides the solution to this fundamental
problem. The concept of rational self-interest provides the theoretical
bridge in neorealism’s conversion of subjectively grounded state actions
into the externally observable objective phenomena required by a
positivist epistemology.

The neorealist reduction of individuals to instrumentally rational
actors, embedded in a contractual theory of sovereignty and tied up
within a specific claim about scientific knowledge and its progress, is
a powerful theoretical move. The terms of the debate have been set in
such a way that they privilege existing conceptions. The ability of
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what used to be called strategic studies to adopt the mantle, and define
the agenda, of security studies within narrow traditional terms rests
on a claim to authority and knowledge grounded in a series of
assumptions deeply embedded in the culture from which it emerges.
This is both a source of its power and a reason that it has reacted so
strongly against attempts to broaden the agenda of security studies.
Not only the field, but its entire worldview is threatened (both
intellectually and practically) by the new challenges to security. Again,
Walt is clear on this point: expanding the field of security studies to
include issues such as poverty, environmental hazards, pollution, or
economic recessions “would destroy its intellectual coherence and make
it more difficult to devise solutions to any of these important
problems.”34 The world may have many “problems” but security
studies, at least, has been made secure by this move.

CHALLENGES TO THE TRADITIONAL CONCEPTION

Individuals as Persons, Citizens, and Humanity

The neorealist vision of security effectively makes it synonymous with
citizenship. Security comes from being a citizen, and insecurity from
citizens of other states. Threats are directed toward individuals qua
citizens (that is, toward their states), and the study of security
accordingly strives to mitigate these threats through concerted action
by the representatives of the citizenry—the state leaders. This
underlying rationale allows neorealism to call for the continued
restriction of the agenda of security studies. Yet, while to be a people
without a state often remains one of the most insecure conditions of
modern life (witness the Kurds or the Palestinians), this move obscures
the ways in which citizenship is also at the heart of many structures of
insecurity and how security in the contemporary world may be
threatened by dynamics far beyond these parameters. One way to
grasp these challenges is to link them to analogous debates over the
nature of subjectivity, the state, and security that have become among
the most vibrant and diverse areas of debate in contemporary
International Relations.

One set of challenges has been united by a common desire to treat
the object of security not as the sovereign state but as the individual:
security is a condition that individuals enjoy, and they are given
primacy both in the definition of threats and of who (or what) is to
be secured. Rather than presuming an identity (by means of
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sovereignty) of the individual with the security of the state (as in
neorealism), concentrating on individual security exposes the ways
in which this may conflict with claims of state security. But from this
basic reorientation, three overlapping arguments have emerged that
treat individuals as rights—bearing persons, as citizens or members
of society, or as members of a transcendent global community
(humanity).35

The first possibility, making individuals qua persons the object of
security, opens up the state for critical scrutiny. Protection of individuals
within a community is not equated with support for states, and this
leads to a focus on individual human rights and the promotion of the
rule of law, which protects persons from each other and from predatory
state institutions.36 The focus often becomes the security of the person,
a theme that find its most prominent expression in a stress on the
rights of individuals against their own states in areas such as freedom
from torture or wrongful imprisonment, or protection from everyday
violence and privation. Internationally, this plays itself out in the
renewed debate over humanitarian intervention, as illustrated by
former United Nations Secretary—General Javier Perez de Cuellar’s
assertion that “we are clearly witnessing what is probably an irresistible
shift in public attitudes towards the belief that the defense of the
oppressed in the name of morality should prevail over frontiers and
legal documents.”37 While its implications in policy terms remain
unclear and contested, this focus represents a clear challenge to the
claim that state sovereignty provides the sole locus of authority and
security for its citizens.38

The second possibility (focusing on individuals qua citizens)
illuminates a central dynamic in contemporary life that is consistently
obscured by neorealism: the way in which the most direct threats to
individuals can come not from the anarchic world of international
relations and the citizens of other states, but from the institutions of
organized violence of their own state. This has been highlighted in the
work of scholars such as Mohammed Ayoob, who argues that the
state—centric and contractarian tenets of the classic neorealist
conception obscure the fact that in many places the state is not the
guarantor of security but is rather the greatest threat to its citizens.39

It is also echoed in the notion of “societal security” developed by Ole
Waever.40 The doctrines of sovereignty and national security become
a justification for the use of state institutions against political
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opposition: citizenship paradoxically becomes a source of insecurity,
and the claims of citizenship become the justification of violence. The
claims of the state to authority over citizens as citizens provide a source
of its ability to exert violence against them. The national security state
is the extreme, if unhappily familiar and oppressive, outcome as the
situation in many Central American or Middle Eastern states, for
example, has historically illustrated. Conversely, the identification of
“us” becomes a precondition for actions against “them” (as illustrated
by ethnic cleansing in the former Yugoslavia). This dynamic of state
formation and the reciprocal relationship of threat and insecurity
between regimes and citizens is difficult to accommodate within the
statist assumptions of neorealism. Focusing on the security of
individuals qua citizens, however, makes these dynamics capable of
theoretical and practical engagement, although, again, precisely how
represents one of the central dilemmas of contemporary theory and
policy: witness Bosnia and Rwanda.

The third aspect, individuals as the objects of security, treats them
as members of a transcendent human community with common
global concerns. Shifting the focus of security to the individual
paradoxically allows an engagement with the broadest global threats.
This allows issues such as environmental security to emerge from
the neorealist shadows as threats to the security of humankind, and
often as threats that cross political boundaries. Environmental
degradation poses (common) threats to individuals that transcend
particular states and exclusive conceptions of national security.41

Proponents of broadening the definition of security in this fashion
almost always suggest that external threats of organized violence
are far less urgent than, for example, the consequences of continued
environmental degradation or economic growth and transformation.
Moreover, this focus also illuminates dynamics that do fit within
prevailing categories (albeit problematically), such as the potential
rise of intra—and interstate conflicts over environmental degradation
or resource depletion.42

Each of these three threads of argument challenges the vision of
sovereignty underlying the neorealist conception of security. In the
first case, the claims of sovereignty must be limited by the more
basic rights claims of individual persons. In the second, the state as a
source of threat to citizens themselves, and the disjuncture between
state and society, is highlighted. In the third, narrow conceptions of
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national interest and state sovereignty are seen to limit our ability to
deal with security issues whose source and solution stand beyond
statist structures and assumptions. Making the individual the object
of security provides the conceptual shift that allows these perspectives
to take their place as central elements of any comprehensive
understanding of security.

But making the individual (in various guises) the focus of security
is also a double-edged sword, one that risks simply replicating the
difficulties it seeks to overcome. One danger lies in treating individuals
as purely abstract, that is, as ungrounded in any social or historical
context. This problem leads to the often-stated criticisms of human-
rights standards as culturally specific, or as being an attempt to impose
Western standards on others.43 Even more fundamentally, if we also
regard individuals (qua persons) as abstract actors, then a return to a
contract theory of the state is almost inevitable.44 If we treat individuals
solely as persons, then the following question arises: why and in what
ways are they responsible for each other’s security, and how are these
responsibilities institutionally expressed? This is the problematic of
contract theory, and its resolution results in precisely the limitations
on the understanding of security previously discussed. It makes the
move back from individuals to states seemingly unavoidable, and one
is caught again in the traditional dualisms of universal and particular
orders.

This also sets the parameters for the circular debates between
neoliberalism and neorealism that have underlain many of the most
notable clashes over security in the post-Cold War world. Neoliberals,
for example, argue for the emergence of a peaceful Europe on the
basis of a broadening commonality of individual interests that
transcend and to some extent redefine more narrowly defined state
interests. Neorealists simply adopt the same foundation for analysis
and question the capacity for the peaceful coordination of individual
actions in the absence of the state (domestically) or a hegemon
(internationally). While not without advantages, then, treating the
individual as the object of security risks simply replicating the
Lockcan and Hobbesian alternatives of contract theory that it seeks
to replace. Moreover, treating abstract individuals as the foundational
objects for thinking about security leads to an inability to grasp the
dynamics of ethnic conflict and the (often violent) fragmentation of
existing sovereignties. In these cases, the neorealist assumption of
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the state is inadequate, but so, too, is the appeal to abstract
individuality as that which is to be secured. Rather, these conflicts
must be seen in part as conflicts over the constitution of collective
identity that provides much of their impetus. Similarly, the dilemmas
over how to think about them are part of the reason for the
international discord and ineffectiveness in dealing with them, as
evidenced in Bosnia and Somalia. Likewise, the cosmopolitan
conception of humans as members of a global community that
emerges from the third perspective elides more than it explains and
contains no concrete vision of how such a community could (or
should) be realized.

Security, Community, and Identity

A second set of challenges is raised by the argument that the
appropriate referent for thinking about security is identity and its
connections to community and culture.45 Individual security cannot
be severed from the claims of group and collective structures within
which individuals find their identity and through which they
undertake collective projects. Although this is one of the insights of
classical realism, it was subsequently reified into an unreflective
assumption by neorealism, and it also appears to have dropped out
of the analysis in other approaches.46 The competing claims to
identity, and the argument that legitimate sovereignty lies in the ability
of the group to govern itself, are at the heart of many current
nationalist conflicts.

As with the focus on individuals, this way of looking at things also
challenges the assumption of the state as given, but it does so in
significantly different ways. Most prominently, it is the existence of
competing claims to sovereignty, rather than the competition of existing
sovereignties, that provides the source of conflict and the appropriate
understanding of what is to be secured. In opposition to the empiricist
predilections of neorealism, the source of conflict in these cases (and
what is attempting to be secured) is an idea. This is not to say that
material elements are unimportant, but such conflicts simply cannot
be reduced to the competing interests of pregiven political objects.
They are about the creation of these objects, and the way in which
different identities are constitutive of them.47

The implications of this recognition highlight some of the
shortcomings of the neorealist position, something illustrated clearly
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by the neorealist response to the fragmentation of existing states, a
dramatic feature of world politics since the end of the Cold War. Such
a development is beyond the conceptual grasp of neorealism, which
can only comprehend the new forms of violent ethnic and nationalist
conflict by placing these phenomena within neorealism’s objectivist
epistemology and generating another uncritically grounded claim about
the foundations of sovereignty. Groups simply replace states as the
objects of analysis and security. Barry Posen’s attempt to analyze ethnic
conflict through the lens of the neorealist “security dilemma” illustrates
this: it assumes the unproblematic prior existence of ethnic groups,
treats them as protostates, and focuses on the acuteness of the security
dilemma when defensive and offensive capabilities are
indistinguishable, and offensive action enjoys superiority over the
defense.48 Precisely the most important features of ethnic and nationalist
conflicts (the struggle over identity) are excluded from such an account,
which requires theorization of the state, not just an assumption of its
existence.

Posen concludes by advocating, among other things, that “groups
drifting into conflict should be encouraged to discuss their individual
histories of mutual relations. Competing versions of history should be
reconciled if possible.”49 Aside from the apparent naïveté of this
observation, it cannot be made within a realist understanding of
independently constituted, self-interested actors. Indeed, the conflicts
connected with political fragmentation and identity formation arise
in part out of precisely the categories that neorealism takes as given:
legitimacy, authority, and obligation. Rather than residing in a contract
or an existing structure of authority, sovereignty lies in the
selfgovernance of the group or nation.

While this may move toward addressing issues in a more plausible
way than the neorealist stance, it hardly provides us with a clear
capacity for thinking about security, for at least two reasons. On the
one hand, the foundations of group identity must be adequately the-
orized if they are not to remain ultimately arbitrary. Further, if group
identity is to become the locus of security, it raises the dilemma of
thinking about the forms of security relations possible between these
groups. The risk is that a shift from abstract conceptions of sovereignty
to a prima facie focus on structures of exclusionary group identity
will merely replicate the inside-outside structure of anarchy in a
different form. In this case, the assumption of anarchy can be
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transformed into a “clash of civilizations” in which neorealist
convictions take on a new mantle.50

None of the issues raised in this chapter thus far has easy answers.
But while approaches that seem to broaden the agenda may contain
many unanswered questions, their failure to conform to the tenets of
existing conceptions of what security is (and how one ought to study
it) cannot be considered a compelling argument for a narrow definition
of the question.

EPISTEMOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS AND SHIFTS

The challenges to the conventional understanding of security and the
object to be secured also necessitate an epistemological shift in the
way security is to be understood and studied. What is involved is a
shift in focus from abstract individualism and contractual sovereignty
to a stress on culture, civilization, and identity; the role of ideas, norms,
and values in the constitution of that which is to be secured; and the
historical context within which this process takes place.
Epistemologically, this involves moving away from the objectivist,
rationalist approach of both neorealism and neoliberalism, and toward
more interpretive modes of analysis. While these issues have gained
some prominence in debates over the nature of regime theory and the
study of international organizations, they have made little impact on
security studies.51 This is clearly illustrated by Helga Haftendorn’s
attempts to broaden the ambit of security studies. On method, she
concludes that the goal of security studies is “to construct an empirically
testable paradigm,” which involves defining the “set of observational
hypotheses,” the “hard core of irrefutable assumptions,” and the “‘set
of scope conditions’ that…are required for a ‘progressive’ research
program.” Although she admits that “we might do well to follow
[Robert] Keohane’s counsel to apply somewhat ‘softer,’ more
interpretive standards,” there is little room in this approach for studying
norm change and the role of ideational elements in constituting the
historical context within which actors take specific decisions.52 Despite
Haftendorn’s goal of incorporating new issues that are normatively
driven, the subordination of normative and reflexive conceptions of
agency to objectivist visions of method remains largely undisturbed,
and she remains committed to the factvalue distinction.

To understand security from a broader perspective means to look
at the ways in which the objects to be secured, the perceptions of
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threats to them, and the available means of securing them (both
intellectual and material) have shifted over time.53 New threats emerge;
new enemies are created; erstwhile fellow citizens become objects of
hatred and violence; former enemies can be transformed into members
of the same community. The status of Others is uncertain, needing to
be deciphered and determined.54 To comprehend these processes
requires an understanding of the problematics of security as constituted
by self-reflexive historical practices. The knightly code of honor, for
example, was both a central structuring practice of latemedieval
conflict and a central object that was to be secured. Honor was an
integral part of conflict in its genesis as well as its practice. To view
the military conflict of the late-medieval world as a competition
between instrumentally rational actors in the modern sense is to
misunderstand it in both form and content.55

The shift to interpretive models of understanding (broadly
conceived) also yields a different vision of the transformation of
practices. As historically grounded, the practices of security become
capable of conscious transformation through the process of critical
reflection. No longer objective in the sense of a fixed reality that the
analyst can only mirror, reality as the realm of subjective practices
and structures becomes self-reflexive. This is most emphatically not
to say that security studies needs to move away from studying the
role of ideas, institutions, and instruments of organized violence in
political life. In this respect, the continuing defenders of traditional
strategic/security studies are correct (although this formulation will
probably leave them uncomfortable). But if we are to understand
these realities, we must take them more seriously than the abstractions
of neorealism allow. We must grasp the genesis and structure of
particular security problems as grounded in concrete historical
conditions and practices, rather than in abstract assertions of
transcendental rational actors and scientific methods. We must
understand the genesis of conflicts and the creation of the dilemmas
of security as grounded in reflexive practices rather than as the
outcome of timeless structures.56

An approach to security that begins from the foundation of practice
provides new ways of understanding the nature and genesis of
particular conflicts and security challenges. It also, however, provides
new ways of thinking about solutions to those conflicts, and about
the conditions of stability, peace, and security. Rather than remaining



FROM STRATEGY TO SECURITY · 51

within the theory of hegemonic stability or the balance of power,
structures of cooperation and security can be seen as underpinned by
deeper commonalities. They need not depend on the existence of
external threats, nor on the presence of a hegemon in the neorealist
sense.

In this view, cooperation, as some recent work in international
organization has shown, is based on shared norms and values that
provide the foundation for collective action. Security arrangements
are capable of being understood in the same way. Indeed, as Bradley
Klein has argued, the stress on shared culture and norms is essential in
grasping an institution such as NATO, and, as he has also noted, this
is not a radically new insight.57 Indeed, it was one part of the classical
realist understanding of Hans Morgenthau, which has been largely
obscured by neorealism. This is not to say that perceptions of threat
and interest are irrelevant, but the questions become how these threats
and interests are constructed, how the actors involved are constituted,
and how these processes may change.

CONCLUSION

All of the alternative ways of studying security that have been advanced
in this chapter possess their difficulties, and they also all present
considerable epistemological challenges.58 Questions of relativity,
values, and evidence remain central to social science and security
studies. While the categories of neorealist empiricism in International
Relations are frequently (and implausibly) invoked as standards against
which interpretive approaches must be judged, the issues involved here
remain complex and difficult to resolve.

Equally importantly from the perspective of security studies, the
relationship between these approaches and the traditional concerns
of the discipline has not often been considered in any depth. Most
significantly, the question of military power and the instruments of
violence is crucially undertheorized in interpretive (or alternative)
approaches. Interpretive approaches may be able to provide a much
fuller understanding of conflict, and perhaps of the conditions under
which stability and even security can be achieved, but they have been
conspicuously vague or even silent about how those conditions are to
be achieved. The importance of the ideas, institutions, and instruments
of organized physical violence has been greatly understated.59 It is
perhaps unfair to look at the situations in Bosnia, Somalia, and
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Rwanda, and (parodying Mao) to argue that “interpretation comes
out of the end of a gun,” but the question of violence in its direct and
brutal form cannot be avoided in security studies. It is scarcely adequate
to argue the textuality of all existence if the destruction of one’s text is
at issue in the conflict.

The question here is practical in a dual sense. A shift from
objectivist rational-actor theory to a focus on historically and
reflexively constituted practices provides a more insightful way of
understanding the various forms of conflict and security in the
contemporary world. In this context the almost ritualized neorealist’s
criticisms of alternative approaches as failing to generate a research
program that conforms to prevailing conceptions of theory and
method are misplaced. Neorealism’s emphasis on how practical and
useful knowledge is to be generated does not provide an
unproblematic standpoint from which other conceptions can be
judged.60 But its underlying claim that some orientation toward
practice must be at the heart of security studies represents a basic
challenge for alternative approaches. Included in this is the question
of who or what is being secured, and how change is effected. If an
expanded agenda for security studies moves (at least partly) away
from answering these questions in state-centered terms, then it
becomes necessary to think of audiences and forms of political
relevance beyond (but not necessarily excluding) those of state
leaders. The experience of Western policy makers in dealing with so-
called ethnic conflicts highlights one aspect of this issue.

The question of the relationship of theory to practice is particularly
difficult in the late-twentieth century, when little kindness is shown to
grandiose visions of the end of history or the heroic travels of its chosen
agents. Neither nation, nor class, nor civilization appears up to the
task. More recent intimations in support of liberal individualism
(democracy), or woman, or even the earth itself as the latest bearer of
the historical task are not yet particularly convincing either. Equally,
strategic/security studies has hardly provided understanding or
guidance for achieving security in the post-Cold War world. Thinking
about security in light of these alternative conceptions moves the
inquiry far afield from the supposed certainties of neorealist strategic
studies, but it is a path that must be followed further (and with much
more sophistication) if we are to develop understandings of security
more adequate to human survival and well-being.
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The Subject of Security

 
R.B.J.WALKER

SECURITY AND CHANGE

What are the conditions under which it is now possible to think, speak,
and make authoritative claims about what is referred to in the language
of modern politics as “security”? This is the crucial question that must
be addressed, given the widely shared sense that we hardly know what
we are talking about when this term rolls so easily off the tongue to
circulate among the practices of modern violence.

The most obvious answers to this question depend on the degree to
which modern accounts of security have been articulated in relation
to the structures and practices of the modern state, the determinations
of the systemic relations in which states engage with other states, and
the historical transformations through which those structures, practices,
and determinations have changed from, say, the era of gunpowder
and pirates to that of the strategists and merchants of nuclear threat.
These conditions are well known and require very little rehearsal,
although the narrative details and the lessons drawn from them may
be deeply contested. Many have been lulled into thinking that to
understand them alone is sufficient to respond to the widespread sense
of uncertainty informing demands for more sensible policies or more
sophisticated accounts of the relation between security and shifting
historical circumstances. There are, however, distinct limits to a political



62 · R.B.J.WALKER

imagination that focuses too intently on the supposed necessities of
state and the state system. These limits converge in and are sustained
by a powerful consensus that the state does indeed provide a
satisfactory—sometimes merely adequate, sometimes laudable,
sometimes simply natural and uncontestable—answer to the most
fundamental questions about the character and location of political
life.

This consensus retains a certain plausibility, as much because of
the absence of any sustained agreement about alternative answers as
because of any clear evidence that it remains adequate to contemporary
circumstances. To accept the plausibility of this answer, however, is to
be faced with a well-known discourse of repetitions, with a ritualized
and institutionalized play of affirmations and negations that leave
our understanding of security more or less where it is supposed to be.
Indeed, despite their rhetorical linkage with hardheaded claims about
the way the world is, modern claims about security are at root primarily
normative both in their commitments and their effects, as even a rapid
glance through professional journals like International Security will
readily show. The forms of political realism that play such a crucial
role in the legitimation of contemporary security policies affirm the
way things should be far more clearly than they tell us how things are.
Moreover, these claims are always in danger of breaking the one
cardinal rule of political wisdom: things change.

Consequently, the primary conditions under which it may be possible
to think creatively about security now, I will argue, involve, first, a
certain skepticism about the claim that the modern state and states
system offer the only plausible way of responding to questions about
the political; second, a clear awareness of the essentially normative,
indeed radically idealist character of claims about national security;
and third, a sense that if things are indeed changing, they are unlikely
to be doing so in ways that are foretold in the normative visions of the
modern state, which are, after all, visions preoccupied with containing
change within territorial boundaries and legal codes.

Change does seem to me to be upon us, and with a vengeance. And
the incoherence of modern accounts of security is closely related to
our incoherent sense of how things are probably changing. In this
context, one would expect to witness a rather desperate clinging to
answers, and their consequences, that have at least had the advantage
of being worked out over some centuries and refined through the
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legitimation practices of the most powerful institutions of modern
societies. One would also expect to see a certain rage against the
violence perpetrated in the name of answers that carry less and less
conviction and generate more and more hypocrisy.

I share much of this rage, while also recognizing that a desperate
clinging to familiar answers is to a considerable extent unavoidable
given the political and intellectual uncertainties in which we are all
caught. But I also believe that complaints about the complicity of
modern accounts of security with practices of intolerable violence in
the modern world must be harnessed to an attempt to work through
more persuasive answers to those questions about the character and
location of political life to which the state and states system have
seemed such a natural response for so many for so long. Questions
about security cannot be separated from the most basic questions of
political theory, but they also cannot be left in the care of those who
have allowed questions of political theory to curdle into caricature.
These questions are not susceptible to easy answers. The conditions
under which we are able to ask questions that might prove productive,
however, do seem to me to be susceptible to some useful clarification.

EVERYTHING AND NOTHING

Whether analytically or rhetorically, claims about security
increasingly have an air of slovenly imprecision. A word once uttered
in hard cadences to convey brutal certainties has become
embarrassingly limp and overextended. It is perhaps the case that
claims about security have long thrived on a denotative imprecision
that has been carefully calibrated. Notions of national security, most
notoriously, have invoked realities and necessities that everyone is
supposed to acknowledge, but also vague generalities about
everything and nothing. Much of the rhetorical force and political
legitimation expressed through modern discourses of security rests
ultimately on this simultaneous appeal to the hard and the vacuous,
the precise and the imprecise, the exaction of blood and sacrifice in
the name of the grand generalization.1

Those who once thundered loudly that the supposed realities of
international order and necessities of state must be taken seriously
have now retreated to their scattered hideaways, although some
remain well fortified and funded in specialized institutions devoted
to their preservation. Not even their practiced talent for rhetorical
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bombast can disguise a crippled geopolitical vision. But it has become
increasingly evident that crippled vision is not the burden only of
the discredited security intellectuals of old. Although students of
contemporary politics, international relations, strategic studies, peace
research, and so on, are regularly encouraged to develop “alternative”
concepts of security better suited to changing structural and historical
conditions, or at least less likely to intensify the dangers that policies
promising security are supposedly intended to avoid, the obviousness
or urgency of the task does little to mitigate the sheer difficulty of
thinking about what security could or should now involve.2 It was
never hard to recognize the intellectual banality and political priorities
of the discourses that traded in claims about security during the Cold
War era, whatever the improbability that institutions and practices
thriving on intellectual banality might be budged. But it has long
been clear that the difficulty of speaking about security in any other
way is not a consequence of entrenched political and institutional
interests alone. The sociology of knowledge has only a limited
purchase on the way we have all become caught up in habits of
speaking that now seem not only dangerously out of touch with the
times, but even trite and more than faintly ridiculous. Laughter has
once again shown its episodic virtue as a principle of epistemological
rectitude.

To ask about the conditions under which we might now speak
usefully and coherently about security is, in the first instance, to ask
about immediate historical and structural contexts. Here, the end of
the Cold War now provides the most popular point of departure. The
reigning Cold War orthodoxies had become widely offensive long
before 1989, but the possibility of capturing complex historical and
structural transformations in a single year of exhilaration also offered
a glorious chance to rehabilitate the longing for a tabula rasa, the
blank slate of the “new world order.” Discussion could then proceed
to a remarkably expansive itemization of new dangers and new
contexts. New geopolitical configurations, regional variations, and
apocalyptic visions of cultural, ethnic, ecological, and economic
collisions, as well as a desperate scanning of horizons for new enemies,
have come to delineate a landscape in which claims about security
once again threaten to encompass both everything and nothing. This
time, vague generalities are increasingly articulated under the sign of
the global rather than of the reason of state. Where claims about
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security could once be expanded to cover the most totalizing necessities
of statecraft, the sovereign power in its state of emergency, changing
historical conditions are now increasingly said to require broader
visions and perspectives. These stretch out in two quite different
directions, although both are in direct conflict with the claims of states
and those always potential states of emergency on which modern claims
about security ultimately rest.

First, demands are made for a broader understanding of just what
security itself involves, of what it means to be secure as well as what
one is to be secured from.3 Mere physical survival, it is said, is not
enough, and power comes not just or even primarily from the barrel
of the gun. It is then possible to define the meaning of security in
relation to social, cultural, economic, and ecological processes, as
well as to geopolitical threats from foreign powers. Hence, for
example, the insistence on the need to break down artificial
distinctions between security and development. Hence, also, the
elaboration of concepts like structural violence as a way of avoiding
simplistic distinctions between peace and war. Now even the most
respectable voices of sovereign authority are likely to tell us about
their fears and insecurities in the language of trade, sustainability, or
the technologies of human reproduction rather than of the barracks
and the war college.4

Second, and more crucially, demands are issued for a broader
understanding of whose security is at stake, and usually for a more
persuasive account of the security of people in general and not just
for the citizens of particular states.5 Hence, the resort to concepts
like collective, common, as well as world security, despite a wide-
spread sense that such terms merely underline the political
incoherence of claims about the collective, the common, and the
world.6 These demands are usually reinforced by accounts of the
transformative character of the modern age, especially of the
increasingly interdependent character of something that may be
appropriately called a world politics rather than just interstate or
international relations.

In this way, discussion of the conditions under which we might
now make some sense of claims about security begins to shift away
from competing accounts of contemporary events and trajectories,
away from those admittedly often—pressing scenarios of dangers here
and there, of coming catastrophes on a global scale or the minor
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tragedies of forgotten, thirsty peoples whose poverty, sickness, and
exclusion clearly demands—from some points of view—to be counted
as a state of emergency. It moves away, also, from the analysis of
discourses associated with particular elites and around particular
technological regimes like the illogical language of logic ascribed to
the deployment of nuclear weapons. It may be that the conditions
under which we are now able or unable to speak about security are in
considerable part understandable in relation to the experiences of the
Cold War, the institutionalized foibles of national security elites, the
fetishization of nuclear deterrence, and so on. But they are also related
to the limits of our ability to speak about and be many things other
than secure, and not least of our ability to be citizens, democrats, and
even humans. It is no doubt difficult enough to keep up with those
situations and technologies that can readily be categorized as matters
of security as conventionally understood. Demands for broader
accounts of security risk inducing epistemological overload.
Nevertheless, claims about security are a serious matter. They cannot
be dissociated from even more basic claims about who we think we
are and how we might act together.

SUBJECTS OF SECURITY

In some ways, the limits of prevailing accounts of security are
straightforward and uncontentious. Both the general historical
narratives of the twentieth century and the deployments of destructive
force that are such a visible part of the contemporary structures of
everyday life are enough to give pause to the most serene of myopias.
Despite the temptation to exaggerate the dangers confronting one’s
own epoch, a temptation that is perhaps never far from the contrary
temptation to exaggerate that epoch’s achievements and superiorities,
the argument that we live in especially dangerous times carries
considerable plausibility. Yet many of the dangers of concern to most
prevailing accounts of what is dangerous are not entirely novel. The
key issue here is not some corollary of some permanent defect in the
human condition, some inherent flaw or original sin of human nature.
Nor is it the supposed security dilemma that is said to always arise
from conditions of competition among more or less equal actors,
the basic ontology of modern liberalism in the disguise of a “state of
nature” or an obscure parable about stag hunters. It concerns, rather,
the contradictions that are expressed by the historically specific claims
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of the modern state. Claims about a security dilemma tend to trade
on images of ahistorical determination, of structural necessities to
which states can only respond as they must. As expressions of the
claims of the modern state, however, modern security discourses rest
on historical and political judgments. Appeals to necessity that now
flow so easily from claims about security simply obscure the historical
practices through which political judgments are made, and made to
stick.

Even in the classic source of modern wisdom about security,
Thomas Hobbes’s paradigmatic legitimation of the sovereign
authority of the modern state in his Leviathan,7 there is an explicit
recognition that the state is likely to be a major source of insecurity
as well as the only source of order that could make a secure life for
more or less equal individuals possible at all. Whatever inspiration
might be drawn from chapters 11 and 13 of that text for a reading
of the states system as a form of anarchy, the subsequent chapters
on the constitution of the sovereign power in law, on the transition
from natural to political necessity (the precondition for “liberty”),
are of crucial relevance to the manner in which modern accounts of
security have become plausible. In Hobbes’s judgment, whatever the
sovereign does cannot be as bad as the condition of unrestrained
competition that Hobbes himself had rather cheekily portrayed as a
natural condition of human existence. Many others, following John
Locke’s paradigmatic example, have been deeply skeptical of this
judgment, and a large proportion of contemporary debate about
security continues to oscillate around it. For some, strong states are
still necessary to ensure, say, basic human rights, and indeed are
precisely the primary material condition under which the notion of
human rights has become even thinkable, let alone an ambition that
might be achievable. Others are more persuaded that strong states
have a nasty tendency to erode basic human rights, whatever they
are taken to be. To the extent that contemporary debates about
security avoid this well—worn path, they tend to express diverging
judgments about how historical transformations have or have not
changed the conditions under which it might be rational to gamble
that Hobbes was right.

States have always been dangerous, say some; for others, whatever
capacities they once had, states no longer serve as a plausible place
of safety and may well be making our existence more precarious
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than ever. In one form or another, these twin arguments offer a fairly
persuasive account of the need to think about security in a radically
different manner. They have done so for quite some time. But the
persuasiveness of these arguments does little to suggest how it might
be possible to come to terms with the conditions under which we
have learned to make a connection between the demand for security
and the presence and legitimacy of modern states. This is in large
measure because states, or the absence of states, have come to be
framed not only as the source of security, or of insecurity, but also as
that form of political life that makes it possible for us to imagine
what security, or insecurity, could possibly mean. In this respect,
Hobbes remains a crucial figure, athough certainly not because of
his supposed insights into the permanent condition of human
insecurity. Like most of those who have been canonized among the
theorists of International Relations, Hobbes is concerned almost
entirely with the constitution of particular societies. To the extent
that such figures remain relevant for contemporary thinking about
security, it is necessary to focus on what they have achieved, or what
they have been taken to express and legitimize, in relation to the
claims of particular states.

It has become increasingly apparent that the primary condition
under which we are or are not able to rethink the concept of security
involves the derivation of our dominant understanding of security,
and, perhaps more crucially, our dominant understanding of what it
would mean to articulate an alternative to this dominant
understanding of security, from a prior understanding of what we
mean by the political. The difficulties of analyzing the meaning of
security, and of finding ways in which this meaning might be
reinterpreted or reconstructed, derive less from its notorious
imprecisions or susceptibility to propagandistic abuse than from its
derivation from a prior account of who or what is to be secured. The
crucial subject of security, in short, is the subject of security.8 And
the crucial understanding of the subject of security focuses precisely
on the claims of the modern sovereign state to be able to define what
and where the political must be. In one way or another, the twin
arguments that dominate contemporary debates about security—
about the state as both source of and solution to the pervasive
insecurities of modern life and the continuing relevance or increasing
irrelevance of the state as solution if not as source—tend to work
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well within a statist account of what it means to have a subjectivity
that might be made secure. Security cannot be understood, or
reconceptualized, or reconstructed without paying attention to the
constitutive account of the political that has made the prevailing
accounts of security seem so plausible. It may be true that the
intellectual certification sought by modern security discourses through
appeals to the tradition and necessities of political realism can hardly
withstand even an amateur dose of critical scrutiny, but such
discourses did successfully insist on and illustrate some of the crucial
limits of modern political imagination in this respect.

Consequently, to try to rethink the meaning of security must be
to engage with a variety of attempts to rethink the character and
location of the political (and not simply what is usually framed as
“international relations”). This in turn, I believe, demands a
considerable degree of skepticism toward the modern principles of
autonomy and sovereign subjectivity. (This is why at least some
elements of the so-called critical turn in contemporary social and
political theory are of some relevance to the process of rethinking.)
It also demands that the process of rethinking security must respond
especially to questions about whose security is being assumed and
under what conditions. (This is why the complex debates about
political identity that have come to be so influential in literatures
on, for example, feminism and postcolonialism, cannot be avoided
in this context.)9 Consequently, also, interrogations of security must
contend with practices that are apparently abstract, practices whose
concrete powers derive precisely from their apparent abstraction.
(This is why recent critical accounts of discourse and the politics of
representation are so important in a field that still insists on crudely
dualistic theories of language, culture, and ideology.)10

In all these contexts, the claims and practices of political identity
and legitimate authority expressed by the spatiotemporal
demarcations of state sovereignty must be taken especially seriously.
The claims of state sovereignty do not express a simple fact of life,
as so many of those who work with prevailing conceptions of security
so often insist. Nor can they be wished away in the name of some
common humanity, as many who issue demands for an alternative
account of security often seem to believe. They are a specific historical
articulation of relations of universality/particularity and self/Other,
an articulation that depends in the final instance on a capacity to
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distinguish a territorial or spatial boundary between a historical
politics inside and a merely contingent nonpolitics outside the modern
state.11

There are no doubt many analysts who would insist on the
irrelevance and even irresponsibility of questions that are posed in
such a resolutely theoretical form. This insistence may be voiced as a
gruff appeal to apparently brute realities, like the intrinsic place of
violence among the defining characteristics of the human condition
or the dismal historical record of warfare among human collectivities.
Or it may be voiced as a more elevated appeal to the achievements of
scholarly traditions that congratulate themselves on identifying the
recurring patterns of violence and warfare, and the precise
methodological procedures that will allow us to analyze these patterns
even more precisely in the future. In either case, the prevalence of
such appeals in the specific disciplinary institutions of modern security
studies is one of the conditions that demand critical analysis. There
are, nevertheless, three general reasons why it is important not to
dismiss prevailing notions of security too hastily, reasons that also
suggest a certain degree of caution about some accounts of what it
means to develop alternative accounts of security.

First, there has been significant progress in working through some
of the more fruitful implications of moving from assumptions about
the inevitability of conflict to the possibility of cooperation given
the logic of the so—called security dilemma.I2 The general move here
is perhaps usefully framed in relation to a prior shift in earlymodern
European politics “from the passions to the interests,” to use Albert
Hirschman’s telling phrase.13 To oversimplify even more crudely from
Hirschman’s already oversimplified tale, one can identify a gradual
shift from early—modern claims that capitalism and individualism
are both morally and existentially dangerous (thus the sin of usury
and Hobbes’s “state of nature”) to the later celebration of the public
benefits of self-interest (the wealth of nations and the magic of the
market). In the present context, the move is usually framed as one
from national security to common security. The details are worked
out in terms of a commitment to arms control, the privileging of
nonprovocative defense postures, and the cultivation of confidence-
building measures among elites and detente from below among
broader communities. The shift from self-interest to common interest
is marked by commitments to interdependence and some
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understanding of a more broadly defined form of political community.
The difficulty here, of course, is that it is not at all clear what it
means to invoke a more broadly defined form of political community
in this way.

Second, the claims about political realism that still echo in
discussions about security serve as a crucial reminder that accounts of
imminent historical transformation are invariably overdone and that
claims about alternatives are very likely to express a continuing, even
if veiled, commitment to those practices that are supposedly obsolete.
Especially when framed in relation to the complex of claims that have
emerged around the concept of peace, attempts to elaborate alternative
accounts of security have been susceptible to a familiar repertoire of
co-optations and appropriations.

Third, they may be read as expressions of a hegemonic normative
commitment to the way the world must be. Like the theory of
International Relations, claims about national security can be read
as expressions of the legitimation practices of modern states more
readily than as empirical explanations of the practices of such states.
Like the doctrinal claims of political realism, the discourses of
national security are explicitly normative (or idealist) in that they
idealize the sovereign state as the norm against which international
anarchy is projected by negation. Modern discourses of security
essentially work as sites of transgression, as places where violence
and knowledge can legitimately converge; and transgressing the norm
at the limit then works to affirm the continuing legitimacy of the
norm within the limit.

All of these three lines of analysis ultimately return us to the
central claims expressed through the principle of state sovereignty.
Beginning with an affirmation of the absolute priority of the claims
of citizenship over all other claims to political identity and
allegiance, discussion of security can contemplate increasing
cooperation between groups of citizens—states—but not the
possibility of any other subject. Claims about common security,
collective security, or world security do little more than fudge the
contradiction that is written right into the heart of modern politics:
we can only become humans, or anything else, after we have given
up our humanity, or any other attachments, to the greater good of
citizenship. Modern accounts of security are precisely about
subjectivity, subjection, and the conditions under which we have
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been constructed as subjects subject to subjection. They tell us who
we must be. And then they offer to tell us how we might stay this
way. Many will continue to believe this to be the best way of
resolving all contradictions in a less than perfect universe. They
can try to read the codes of modern subjectivity in a more
constructive manner than Hobbes did. Others may protest that we
are in fact not what the modern discourses of security tell us we
must be, and that in any case the conditions under which the modern
state could guarantee the subjectivity/subjection of its subjects are
visibly dissolving.

OVER AND OVER

According to the formal claims of state sovereignty, International
Relations cannot turn into an analysis of world politics,14 and there
can be no alternative to national security except anarchy or empire.
National security can only be framed in relation to a continuum that
expresses the paradoxes of self-interested behavior in a competitive
system of equal units, although the continuum can be distorted by
the degree to which the equality condition is actualized in practice,
and thus the degree to which the states system is structured by
hegemonies or approximates the logic of empires. Hobbes remains
noteworthy here as someone who explicitly denied the logic of
anarchy to which his name is so frequently attached precisely because
he denied the equality condition that is crucial to his account of the
“state of nature” as a factor in the “state of war.”15 Consequently,
even if it is admitted that we are all now participants in common
global structures, that we are all rendered increasingly vulnerable to
processes that are planetary in scale, and that our most parochial
activities are shaped by forces that encompass the world and not
just particular states, it is far from clear what such an admission
implies for the way we organize ourselves politically. The state is a
political category in a way that the world, or the globe, or the planet,
or humanity is not. The security of states is something that we can
comprehend in political terms in a way that, at the moment, world
security cannot.

This is an elementary point, and it is often made in a regrettably
crude and ahistorical way. People, it is said, have competing interests
and allegiances. They are always likely to put the interests of their
own society and state above any claims about a common humanity.
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In any case, the ongoing record of large-scale violence shows just how
naive it is to hope for any political arrangements that give priority to
some general human interest over the particular interests of states.
Consequently, typical forms of this argument go, if you want peace,
prepare for war.

The security of states dominates our understanding of what security
can be, and who it can be for, not because conflict between states is
inevitable, but because other forms of political community have been
rendered almost unthinkable. The claims of states to a monopoly of
legitimate authority in a particular territory have succeeded in
marginalizing and even erasing other expressions of political identity,
other answers to questions about who we are. This success did not
come about lightly. Much of the history of the last half—millennium
can be written as an account of the energy and violence required to
ensure that the monopolistic claims of states be respected. Whether
through appeals to the nation, the flag, or the national interest, states
continue to deploy immense resources on an everyday basis to ensure
that this monopoly is maintained.

The dominant understandings of what politics is all about, and
thus of what security must mean, arise precisely because the very
form of statist claims to a monopoly on legitimate authority
challenges the possibility of referring to humanity in general—and
by extension, to world politics or world security—in any meaningful
way. Thus, to speak of security is to engage in a discourse of
repetitions, to affirm over and over again the dangers that legitimize
the sovereign authority that is constituted precisely as a solution to
dangers. But it is important to remember that this discourse of
dangerous affirmations becomes, in another guise, a discourse of
excluded subjectivities. Just as the discourses of security keep
returning to the same old affirmations of a self-constituting danger,
they simultaneously exclude the possibility of admitting the presence
of other subjectivities, most obviously those of class, race, gender,
and humanity. Critiques of the gendered or ethnocentric character
of modern security discourses are important not because it is possible
to point to some essence of masculinity, femininity, national character,
civilizational encounter, or any other identity (and not least for
reasons spelled out in Hobbes’s critique of Aristotle as well as the
limitations of Hobbes’s own nominalist critique), but because the
forms of modern politics expressed in contemporary security
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discourses admit only one—although largely abstract—identity, in
relation to which struggles among all other identities are expected
to take their proper place.

State sovereignty defines what peace can be and where peace can
be secured: the unitary community within autonomous states.
Consequently, it also defines a place where neither peace nor security
is possible for very long: the noncommunity of contingencies, Others,
and mere relations outside the boundaries of the state. In addition to
this, state sovereignty raises hopes that at some point in the future,
the kind of political life attained within (at least some) states might be
projectable from inside to outside, from the national community to
the world community. But at the same time as these hopes are raised,
state sovereignty denies that they can ever be fulfilled. It does so through
a claim that only through the state is it possible to resolve all
contradictions—between universality and particularity, space and time,
them and us—in a politically plausible manner. Claims about world
politics, world order, world security, and so on, it suggests, can offer
no credible way of responding to counterclaims about the need for
autonomy, freedom, national identity, or diversity in general. Instead,
it is said, such claims must either disguise a dangerous yearning for
hierarchical authority and empire or an equally dangerous refusal to
understand that universalist claims about humanity or the planet as
such have no effective political expression.

Once locked into this logic, this discourse that is at once ritualized
into disciplines and clichés and enshrined in the most powerful
structures of violence the world has ever known, only two options
seem to remain open before us. One is to push this logic to its extreme.
If the world is in fact organized as a series of sharp divisions between
inclusion and exclusion, community and anarchy, civilization and
barbarism, then the maxim that preparations for war are the only
guarantee of peace does make some sense. And it is precisely because
disciplines like strategic studies and the cultural codes of the Cold
War era have pushed this logic to extremes that the crudest fanaticism
has been able to masquerade as realistic and responsible policy. The
corollary of this option, of course, is that once the world outside is no
longer treated as completely different, it is treated as essentially the
same. The new world order is ready to be written, and then smudged,
on the blank slate of the new beginning.



THE SUBJECT OF SECURITY · 75

The other option is to relax this logic in order to permit
accommodation, cooperation, arms control, and the rest. The
legitimacy of the modern state is left essentially unchallenged, but our
understanding of what this means is no longer informed by pseudo-
Hobbesian accounts of anarchy and the security dilemma. This is the
option that informs many of the more optimistic scenarios of
contemporary security discourse. But it is an optimism that is always
haunted by its pessimistic condition of possibility, the appeal to a logic
of anarchy in the final instance: a logic that is itself made possible
through a constitutive form of political community that lures the more
relaxed codes of accommodation and cooperation toward an idealized
image of collectivity that can never be reached.

Once we know who we are, because we know our place in the
universe as citizens of modern states, claims about security oscillate
back and forth between the extremes that have come to be coded as
political realism and political idealism. Realism in this sense is the
code that affirms the limits of modern politics. Idealism is the prior
code that idealizes the moral community within the state that
produces realism as the limit, although now projected outward and
forward into a world that is apparently without limit. This oscillation
generates a discourse of tremendous power. It induces illusions of
permanent hopes and permanent tragedies. It legitimizes an account
of political necessity that can excuse the most intolerable barbarism.
Indeed, intolerable barbarism, in this account, cannot be separated
from the highest aspirations of modern politics. Modern politics,
the political realists insist, is inherently hypocritical. And in this
insistence, political realism works as a mode of political critique as
well as a mode of normative legitimation. The moment of critique
may have been largely effaced by the hyperidealism that has recently
masqueraded under the guise of a neo—or structural realism, but it
would be a mistake to lose sight of the degree to which, for all its
association with the crudest of reifications, the most dogmatic of
disciplinary practices, and the most tedious repetitions of the
apparently obvious, discourses about security have necessarily
expressed a critical edge because modern politics has always teetered
critically on the edge.

CHANGING SUBJECTS

Viewed in this way, attempts to rethink the notion of security through
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a process of broadening pose significant problems. Some fear that
once the concept begins to open out to encompass new accounts of
what security means, or to whom it refers, it will cease to have any
specific referent at all. At least, one might argue, established accounts
do permit us to refer to identifiable threats, to concrete dangers, to
institutions and people who do things. Security, it can be said, is the
proper preserve of the Department of National Defense; or perhaps
of the Ministry of the Interior and the police force; or the Ministry
of Finance; or the Minister of Health, or Environment, or even
Culture; or at least to some such Ministry of Uncertain Things. The
uncertainty of certain things is, of course, precisely the problem. For
in the end it has never been possible to pin security down to concrete
practices or institutions with any great precision, no matter how
insistent the voices of military and defense establishments might be.
The whole point of concepts of security that are tied to the claims of
state sovereignty is that they must expand to encompass everything
within the state, at least in its everpotential state of emergency. So,
in this context, broadening the concept as such is not really the
problem; difficulties arise only with the kind of broadening that is
envisaged.

Similarly, some fear that to try to broaden the notion of security
will lead to the extension of behaviors deemed appropriate to the
demands of national defense to the rest of social life. The fear here is
primarily democratic in inspiration. Democratic politics depends on
the exclusion of the state of emergency from the interstices of civil
society quite as much as the democratization of states and civil
societies depend, in the last instance, on a willingness to declare a
state of undemocratic and very uncivil emergency. Concerns about
extending the practices of security policy into other spheres of political
life may be well founded in this respect, but the extent to which
practices of security are already part of the broader social, political,
economic, and cultural arenas is not something that can be simply
wished away. Again, the problem involves the kind of broadening
that is envisaged.

Furthermore, there is a crucial sense in which it is necessary to
refuse many of the sentiments associated with the more familiar
attempts to broaden our understanding of what security involves in a
rather different direction than the expansive potentials inherent in
claims about security within states. These are the sentiments that affirm
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the need to make a move from the particular to the general, from the
territory to the planet, from the citizens of states to citizens of the
world. For the need to broaden out in this way is exactly the wrong
conclusion to draw from the more convincing claim that the state is in
some trouble as the place in which to gamble that Hobbes was right.
It is a conclusion based on the false premise that modern insecurities
arise from a system of political fragmentation. Because there are many
states, and because these many states tend to be in conflictual relations
with each other much of the time, the familiar narrative goes, it is
necessary to move from a state of fragmentation to a state of greater
integration: to broaden out toward cooperative, or common, or world
security.

Yet the state and the states system do not express a principle of
fragmentation, at least not in the first instance. Some, indeed, would
argue quite the reverse: that the fragmentation of the states system
depends on the prior existence of some underlying unity, whether of a
European or modern culture that requires, for example, all states to
organize themselves on the modern principle of sovereignty, or of a
specifically capitalist global economy that ultimately drives the
geopolitical behavior of all states. In my view, however, this opposing
stance also misreads the historical achievement of modern states, and
of the principle/practice/institution of state sovereignty, in forging a
very specific relationship between the claims of universality and those
of diversity. It is this specific relation between these opposing claims
that is in trouble, and it is not obvious that we might cope with the
consequences of its dissolution by hoping to erase one set of claims in
favor of the other. It is because of its insistence on the absurdity of this
move, in fact, that the old junker of political realism can remain on
the road and even keep some of its critical potentials alive in some
places.

The modern state expresses the modern aspiration to be able to
resolve all contradictions between universality and particularity
through the body of the modern subject: through the autonomous
individual and the sovereign territorial state. The upside of this
resolution is expressed inside, as the possibility of reconciling our
autonomous subjectivity as individuals with some universalizing
account of humanity as such; Immanuel Kant’s categorical imperative
can be read as the crucial regulative principle in this context. The
downside is expressed outside: all our grand hopes for unity in diversity,
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for humanity through citizenship, depend on the potentially violent
inscription of the boundary between inside and outside that makes
the resolution possible in the first place. Thus, any attempt to simply
broaden our understanding of security by taking the inside outside,
by extending the upside of statist community to the world of conflict
outside, is fundamentally misguided. Any such attempt will necessarily
lead back to an insistence on the adequacy of the modern resolution
of all relations of unity and diversity on the terrain of the modern
state. All that is then left to argue about is the extent to which the
modern principle of autonomy is compatible with some kind of social
and political order, whether inside or outside the modern state. Hobbes
will still serve to remind us that a basic liberal account of equal
individuals leads to anarchy, and Kant will continue to name the
Utopian hope of reconciling all particularities in the perpetual peace
of universal reason.16 Thinking about security under these conditions
has gone on for long enough. Whether under the auspices of Hobbes
or Kant, it harbors nostalgia for a normative vision that never did say
much about the way the world is, only as it must be.

If the subject of security is the subject of security, it is necessary to
ask, first and foremost, how the modern subject is being reconstituted
and then to ask what security could possibly mean in relation to it. It
is in this context that it is possible to envisage a critical discourse
about security, a discourse that engages with contemporary
transformations of political life, with emerging accounts of who we
might become, and the conditions under which we might become other
than we are now without destroying others, ourselves, or the planet
on which we all live. Where so much recent debate about security has
been predicated on the impossible dream of absolute invulnerability
(the counterpart of the impossible dream of absolute freedom), a critical
engagement with security would envisage it precisely as a condition
of being vulnerable to the possibility of being otherwise than one has
already become. A latter—day Machiavelli might even consider this a
species of virtù.
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Security and Self:

Reflections of a Fallen Realist

KEN BOOTH

What is being discussed in this book and this chapter is no trivial
matter. It begins in a debate in which there is agreement that security
is crucial, but disagreement about what security is and how it should
be studied. This debate within security studies over the past few years
is now largely polarizing between the post-Cold War updaters of
established strategic studies and the proponents of what is now
labeled—as a result of the York conference that gave birth to this
book—critical security studies. It is not simply an academic dispute
over professional turf—about the boundaries of a subfield and how it
should be studied. Fundamentally, it is part of a debate about the
focus, direction, and meaning of the study of International Relations
at the end of one era and the beginning of another. To the extent that
this branch of academic life has political influence, it is therefore part
of a struggle over the next set of worldviews of Western opinion.1

Personal experience has always been an explicit feature of feminist
theorizing. Making sense of one’s own life has been seen as a way of
making sense of the lives of others. The personal, the political, and
the international are a seamless web. In this chapter 1 want to make
some reflections, in a similar spirit, about self, profession, and world
politics. Instead of purporting to describe or explain the world “out
there,” as is one’s professional training, I want to reflect on the world
“in here,”2 in my professional head. This is academically and

4
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temperamentally a somewhat difficult thing to do. It is especially out
of line with the traditions of several decades of security studies, which
involved “telling it as it is”—“it” being a realist account of the
purported state(s) of the world. As a profession, security studies has
not been particularly self—reflective. At the start of the 1960s we
were invited by Herman Kahn to think the unthinkable, yet “we”
remain out of bounds. At what is thought to be a period of intellectual
crisis in security studies, “we” should not be, as we are both part of
the problem and part of the solution. Hence, the risky personal nature
of the approach adopted below.

This chapter, the bulk of which is an experiment in autosociology,
has several specific aims: to show from personal experience how the
discipline (security/strategic studies) has actually worked in trying to
discipline its students and teachers; to encourage students new to the
subject area to think about the sociology of knowledge rather than
simply assuming that the bundles of knowledge that arrive in neat
packages into libraries, like tubs of butter into supermarkets, are in
some way untouched by human hand; to illustrate from my own career
as a university teacher the development of how we (an increasingly
incoherent we) think about security; and to provide a framework for
commenting on some current controversies about where the subject
(whatever it is) has been, is, and should be. There are some obvious
dangers in such an approach, including those of over—generalizing
from personal experience and mistaking memories about one’s own
past. The risks are trivial, however, if the exercise helps us think
constructively about the crucial debate identified in the opening
paragraph.

OUT THERE

The established image of positivist International Relations is that
academics take issues—European integration, the Cuban Missile
Crisis, foreign-policy behavior, security, or whatever—and place them
under their social-science microscopes. They then try, objectively, to
describe and explain the phenomena in view. Occasionally, there will
be enough changes in a particular pattern of thought or behavior to
lead to a reconsideration of an issue, or of how it should be studied.
The assumption of this approach is that our conception of security
derives entirely from changes “out there”—in what is thought to be
the real world of international affairs—rather than changes “in here,”
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in the mind of the analyst. Cold wars rise and fall, new technologies
develop, and with such shifts come changes in academic theories,
agendas, and relevant expertise. But it is not as simple as the natural-
science analogy suggests. The relationship between the observer and
observed is not as direct, as commonsensical, as in the idealized
laboratory model. The events and facts of world politics sometimes
thrust themselves under the microscope (World War II, for example),
but sometimes they have always been there, usually unnoticed
(poverty, for example). It is too simple to believe that changes in
theory and agenda result from the demands of the observed, “out
there,” as opposed to the reinventions “in here.” The facts of world
politics do not exist independently. They look back through the
microscope and examine the mind of the observer, as well as the
other way around.

It is already a cliché that the end of the Cold War produced a major
change in the way International Relations scholars conceive security.
Like all clichés, it has at least a grain of truth, but it is an exaggeration.
Realization of this is helped by grasping Cynthia Enloe’s insight about
the endings of the Cold War rather the simpler image that it had one
neat conclusion.3 This insight underlines that what happened means
and meant different things to different groups of people. Except for
the congenital “keepers of the threat” (the Cold War warriors and
worriers on both sides), attitudes about security had already shifted
significantly before 1989. There had already been plenty of signs of
discontent about Cold War conceptions of “national” and
“international” security by the early 1980s, if not earlier, among
proponents of alternative defense, peace research, and the many
supporters of global civil society committed to nonviolence, human
rights, environmental sustainability, and so on.4

From the late 1970s and early 1980s, “new thinking” about
strategy and international security gradually expanded, particularly
in Europe (both East and West). In place of the traditional statist
and militarized perspective on international security, which had
dominated academic strategic studies from the mid–1950s on,
alternative thinkers emphasized nonoffensive defense, common
security, democracy, human rights, disarmament, confidence building,
and civil society—in short, a broader conception of security, with a
wider agenda and changed practice. A significant body of opinion
labeling itself “alternative defense” had developed, and in the East
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as well as the West.5 This movement played some part in creating a
radically different group of experts in Moscow from those that Soviet
leaders had usually drawn on. As a result, when Mikhail Gorbachev
came to power in 1985, he gave superpower backing to those who
were challenging Cold War ways of practicing the military dimension
of security. Critics of the established way of thinking about the theory
and practice of security (which equated safety with the accumulation
of military power) could not but recognize that the Cold War was
deadly, but they also believed that it was being directed by policies
that ran on rote rather than reason. There was an understanding,
even if not always perfectly articulated, that the iron curtain and
what it symbolized imprisoned us all, East and West, into old thinking
about the games nations played. What kept the Cold War going was
the Cold War. What kept Cold War strategic studies going—which
the mainstream saw as synonymous with security studies—was the
dominance of Cold War intellectuals.

One of the features of the post-Cold War debate about security
has been the issue of broadening the concept from its Cold War norms.
One harbinger of this, from within neorealist International Relations,
was Barry Buzan’s People, States and Fear, written in the early 1980s.6

The issue of broadening had potentially been on the agenda for
decades, but it had not been taken up by security experts of the day
because the issue areas opened up by broadening were seen as
belonging to peace rather than to security studies. Between students
of peace and security in the Cold War, there was a conceptual,
professional, and ideological chasm. Consequently, the teachers of
strategic/security studies during the Cold War rejected as irrelevant
(or worse) the work of those “radicals” in peace research or world-
order studies whose conception of peace and security was far broader
than the high politics of mainstream security studies. Prominent
among the radicals (although their epistemology was not radical)
were Johan Galtung’s writings about structural violence (as opposed
exclusively to direct violence); Kenneth Boulding’s concept of stable
(as opposed to unstable) peace; John Burton’s individualist rather
than statist worldview; and Richard Falk’s world order as opposed
to realist values.7 Such approaches, which promoted a broad
conception of peace and security, gained some supporters but very
few in mainstream Western International Relations; I would argue,
however, that their insights constitute a more original set of
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contributions to the present security debate than any of the articles
that have been filling space in the workaday security journals at the
closings of the Cold War.

The historical point being emphasized here is that those I regard
as the true redefiners of contemporary security studies predated the
end of the Cold War. In addition to the radical and neorealist
approaches just mentioned, several advocates of distinctive Third
World security perspectives also challenged dominant Anglo-
American Cold War conceptions of security before 1989.8

Significantly, none of these people I am identifying as the true
redefiners of security was prominent on the reading lists of
mainstream Western strategic/security specialists even at the time
the Berlin Wall was being demolished.

After this brief introduction, it should be evident that the
muchtouted intellectual crisis in security studies on the cusp of the
Cold War’s endings exists more or less exclusively in the camp of
those previously dominant security specialists who want to rescue the
assumptions of Cold War strategic studies as the basis for approaching
security in the post-Cold War world. Some in this group are in crisis
because everything seems to have changed except their assumptions.
Critical security theorists, long before 1989, realized that change is
the essence of world politics, and that change was taking place “out
there” and “in here,” and that it needed to.

SELF

Against this background I want to emphasize the complex
interrelationship between theorizing and the theorizer. In so doing I
want to illustrate from experience the falsity of the positivist
assumptions that social truth exists out there independently of the
observer, and that the norm is that changes in theory flow directly
from new issues placing themselves under the security analyst’s
microscope, with the result that the analyst is led to reconsider
approaches, agendas, referents, and so on. The latter may happen. In
1945 the atomic bomb without doubt dropped itself under the
microscope. I want to illustrate, however, that what goes under the
microscope in the name of security may be the result of changes within
the theorist—“in here”—rather than as a result of any significant
changes in the world “out there.” By discussing, as frankly as possible
in a short space, the construction of the self as a security analyst, and
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the interrelationship between the changing theorizer and theorizing
about security, I hope to encourage new students of security to be
more self-conscious about why they think what they think. The
following quotations are a good starting point. The first is from Anaïs
Nin: “We see things not as they are, but as we are.” The second is by
Mahatma Gandhi: “We must be the change we wish to see in the
world.” The words of Nin are a succinct summary of the differences
between the spirit of positivism and the agenda of postpositivism,
while those of Gandhi make us think about academic inquiry and
political change. Both quotations raise crucial question for students
of security. What, for example, does Nin’s apparently simple phrase
“we are” mean? Who and what are we? Do we (women, men, humans)
have unchanging natures, or are we socially constructed beings
(“women,” “men,” “humans”)? As well as inviting such questions,
Nin’s words also suggest a seamless web between the realm of the
political and the identity of the personal. This links directly to Gandhi’s
words, which for present purposes invite us to consider whether, before
we reinvent the study of security, we first have to reinvent ourselves.
If we decide on the latter, how do we do it (whoever “we” are)?
Furthermore—and this is a troubling question for academics—are
universities the best means by which to create and re-create the people
who might offer some promise of meeting the challenges to global
security in the next century? In order to help us think about all this, it
is necessary to make several points about identity (we are all now, to
a degree, identity theorists).

In the sociological tradition of thinking about identity, especially
that of the symbolic interactionists, we do not come into the world
as formed individuals but are constructed out of the interaction
between our individual genetic makeup and the various social
structures in which we develop. People have to maintain those
structures, and so communication and language are crucial in the
development of identity.9 These general remarks are basic to the
sociology of security. The issue of identity—who I really think I am,
who one actually believes one is, who they think they are, what
makes us believe we are the same and them different—is inseparable
from security.

Role theory or role playing is central to the sociological
tradition of thinking about identity. A role is defined by Peter
Berger as “a typified response to a typified expectation.”10 In this
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formulation, society provides the script, individuals slip into
assigned roles, and the social play proceeds as planned as long as
everybody plays his or her appropriate part. Role playing consists
of individuals who adapt their behavior and goals to the
expectations others have of them. Then the role “forms, shapes,
patterns both action and actor.”11 Berger summarizes the
significance of role theory by saying that “identity is socially
bestowed, socially sustained and socially transformed.”I2 Each role
has a certain identity; some are trivial and temporary, others are
not. It is doubtful, incidentally, whether anybody would disagree
with the proposition that during the Cold War the roles and
identity of those Western academics who were strategic studies
and national security experts were fundamental to their sense of
self. For strategic studies specialists during the Cold War, their
professional identity derived from the belief that they were playing
an important role in probably the most important political job of
the era—containing the power of the Soviet Union. And with this
important role came important bonuses such as position,
promotion, research support, media presence, and a certain
glamour. Hence, the strategist’s versions of Descartes’s cognito:
“I am a strategist, therefore I am important”; “I am protecting
the free world against barbarism, therefore I am a hero”; “I am
defending the innocent, therefore I am a man”; and “I get research
grants, therefore I am a success.” Changing identity is not easy,
especially when it risks losing all the identity—bearing bonuses
that go with it. The conservatism that is encouraged by the
pressures to maintain loyalty to a highly valued label no doubt
played its part in the self—disciplining of the discipline of Cold
War strategic/security studies.

The roles and identities just mentioned referred to adults. George
Herbert Mead, in a key text, emphasized the importance of such ideas
in relation to children.13 The discovery of the self—the process of
creating and being created—is simultaneous with the discovery of
society. Children learn to play roles, both with respect to significant
others (mothers and so on) and the generalized other (society and so
on). Identity is not something given but “is bestowed in acts of social
recognition.”14 Berger goes on to argue that every act of social
affiliation entails a choice of identity, and that, conversely, identity
requires specific social affiliations for its survival:



90 · KEN BOOTH

The individual locates himself in society within systems of social control,
and every one of these contains an identity-generating apparatus. Insofar
as he is able the individual will try to manipulate his affiliations…in
such a way as to fortify the identities that have given him satisfaction in
the past…. In many cases, of course, such manipulation is not possible.
One must then do the best one can with the identities one is thrown.15

 
In addition to the identification of the individual with masculine
pronouns, this passage is noteworthy for what Berger suggests about
the scope for choice and, more particularly (as the emphasized words
show), the lack of choice. For many people in many situations
identities are simply thrown at one—“woman,” “Serb,” “black.”
Before some of the implications of these remarks for security
specialists are discussed, it is useful to clarify Mead’s distinction
between / and me.

According to Mead, the human self is a reflexive being, made up
of an “I” and a “me.”16 The latter is socially constructed whereas
the former is more the product of subjective choice (although this
subjective choice is also in part the product of social circumstances).
The me is known through social interaction, but the I might be
unknowable. To relate this to the previous discussion, it is me who is
allotted the role (by micro/macro society), but it is I who chooses
how to play it. In Mead’s words, “the ‘I’ is the response of the
organism to the attitudes of the others; the ‘me’ is the organised set
of attitudes of others which one himself assumes. The attitudes of
the others constitute the organised ‘me,’ and then one reacts toward
that as an ‘I.’”17 In terms of the development of individuals as
academic specialists, the me is the identity ascribed by the profession
to an individual (and therefore the identity taken on through seeing
oneself in relation to those of the same profession); the I is the inner
self, which, to a lesser or greater degree, may subjectively want to
play the role differently. One’s identity as a security specialist evolves
through the interplay of I and me, psychology and culture, the
individual and social structures.

This sociological interpretation of the making of the self has been
echoed by some postmodern accounts of social change.18 The
importance of feeling, instinct, personality, and “other conditions of
the self” are emphasized in the way that texts are read and
deconstructed. Jan Aart Scholte discusses this in relation to Michel
Foucault and his account of the history of ideas. Writers expressing
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other postpositivist approaches have written along similar lines. Jürgen
Habermas’s theory of “life worlds” and communicative action involves
the interplay between self-identity and the construction of meaning.
In addition to Scholte, Alexander Wendt is one of the few International
Relations scholars who has addressed this additional dimension to
the inside/outside phenomenon.19

This brief survey of some standard sociological literature yields
several concepts that are useful for thinking about the critical turn in
security studies: self, roles, socialization, I/me. One might also add
Erik Erikson’s notion of “identity crisis” (dating from World War II),
by which he meant a “lost sense of personal sameness and historical
continuity.”20 Such crises are said to characterize some life stages—
particularly for youths—where there is confusion about identity until
a new social ideology is found that provides “a convincing world
image.” It is significant for our present discussion that Erikson believed
that such problems were more acute at times of great historical
change.21

There are, of course, many so far unmentioned variables that in
practice affect evolving interrelationships between I and me, including
gender, race, national group, upbringing, and so on. These are questions
that students of International Relations and security studies have
generally ignored but cannot continue to do so without seriously
impoverishing the quality of their analysis.22 Humans are a meanings-
making species, and the creation and re-creation of identity are
fundamental to the meanings we make of international politics. And
how we conceive international politics is at the root of the meanings
we make of security.

The point of these introductory remarks is that if Nin and Gandhi
are correct, and we see things as we are, and we need to be the
change, then it is necessary for security specialists to worry more
about the implications of the reality of subjectivity than the
aspirations of objectivity. Who do we think we are? What is the
relationship between our identity and our interests? What do we
think we are doing? Who do we represent? What values are we
promoting? And why? Why do we give priority to certain issues and
ignore others? What are our grounds for claiming special competence?
To what extent is the profession prone to “group think?” What are
the assumptions at the base of the profession’s “conventional
convictions?” Do we need to reinvent ourselves before reinventing
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the profession? If we do, can we? And how can we? What is or
should be the relationship between study in a university and the
political world? Who becomes a security specialist, and why? And if
the scope and method of security is defined by me, should not I
become more assertive?

The academic subject of security studies is ultimately what we make
it; it is the (temporary) historical outcome of the interplay between a
socially constructed profession and the (part social, part biochemical)
individuals who are employed to profess it. In the working out of the
relationship between the many me’s and I’s, security studies will be
replicated or revised, as specialists in security studies talk and act what
they think they play.

ME

As security specialists—graduates or junior faculty—we begin with
the me in the ascendant. We know relatively little, and we are, to a
degree, what our teachers make us. Put at its crudest, if we had not
passed their examinations, our careers as security specialists would
not have begun. We must therefore consider the making of me—the—
security-analyst. Here begins the personal experience, which some may
find indulgent, but which I think is one direct way of making sense of
the contested subject of security.

Almost all those who were students of International Relations (in
Britain) in the 1960s lived on a diet of realism. For the most part it
was not high-cuisine realism (the actual works) of the founders of
this school, but a form of fast—food realism. By the 1960s realism
showed rather little of the complexity, sophistication, and moral
anguish of Reinhold Niebuhr and the other founding fathers (as
Nicholas Wheeler keeps reminding me). By the 1950s realism was a
body of ideas neatly packaged for teaching purposes in order to make
them easily palatable to students. It was made into a persuasive story.
The fast—food version was also very congenial to politicians and
officials. If realists are now easily caricatured, they have only
themselves to blame. They had become caricatures by their own self-
description.

Realism, and particularly its offshoot, strategic studies, helped make
and was made by the Cold War. It is difficult for young academics
today to imagine the mood and experience of students of the subject
more than thirty years ago. For International Relations students in
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the early 1960s World War II was only yesterday. For those of us
whose first schoolyard jokes were about Hitler, Mussolini, and
Churchill (learning that the world was run by strong leaders), who
played after school around the neighborhood air—raid shelter, whose
first experience of “important” films (marked by a free ticket from
school funds and a half—day holiday) was to watch major war movies
about Dunkirk or D—Day (in which our teachers and relatives had
participated), and whose first awareness of newspapers and television
was of global crises such as those over Berlin in the late 1950s—for
that generation of International Relations students, who learned power
politics through our skins, the realist account of the world that we
were later taught seemed exactly to fit the images we already had had
imprinted.

Having been brought up on the statecentric and militarized news
media and popular culture of the Cold War, my generation of students
was primed to believe that a theory of what, in Raymond Aron’s phrase,
“diplomats and soldiers” did, explained world affairs. Just as children
are primed to expect the mince—pies eaten and the brandy drunk on
Christmas morning, so students of International Relations in the 1960s
were primed to expect an account of ministers rushing between
conference halls and missiles at the ready. So, just as the Father
Christmas story constitutes and then “explains” the crumbs on the
plate by the chimney to the satisfaction of wide—eyed and believing
children, so realism helped constitute the behavior in world politics,
which it then, in a self-fulfilling way, explained to wide—eyed and
primed students. Instead of positivism’s seeing is believing, the social
world is in important ways constructed by the phenomenon of believing
is seeing. There is another parallel. The Father Christmas story and
academic realism are also both deeply masculinized. Within
departments of International Relations in the 1960s the concept of
gender was neither seen nor believed.

Those who were good students of realism, and who passed their
teachers’ examinations, were offered places in the academy and became
teachers themselves. To be accepted it was necessary to take on what
Charles Manning—who dominated the department at the London
School of Economics for several decades—used to call the
“conventional convictions” of the profession. Thus, the junior-faculty
me was one largely created by the teaching and expectations of a
generation of realists—positivists. Like many students of that time I
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was attracted to the growing subfield of strategic studies. This seemed
to be where the action was, literally and academically.

In order to be a teacher at the heart of power politics it was
necessary to become adept at, and share in the assumptions of, what
the strategic studies community identified as the basic ideas of peace
and security. These ideas—nuclear deterrence, arms control, limited
war, and crisis management—were elaborated from the mid–1950s
to the mid–1960s in what John Garnett called the “golden age” of
strategic theory.23 The ideas of those who questioned the morality or
rationality of so-called nuclear strategy, or those who challenged
Cold War assumptions about Soviet behavioral patterns, were ignored
completely or dismissed as irrelevant or idiosyncratic or lacking in
realism or soft on communism. This attitude now seems astonishingly
anti—intellectual as well as politically naive. It also reveals an
important warning for those students of the social world who believe
that they are capturing timeless truth. When we look back at centuries
of political theory, it is evident that particular theorists were more
or less “men of their time” (and place). This does not mean, however,
that some have nothing to say to others in different times and cultures,
but it does underline that truth in the social world is pragmatic and
intersubjective. As far as strategic studies is concerned, it did not
take long for critics, and changing international circumstances, to
show that all that glitters is not gold. But for many of us, for a time,
it dazzled, and like junior faculty everywhere, what one had been
taught only a short time before, one tended to teach to one’s own
students. Last-minute lecture preparation makes corner—cutters of
us all. Other professional pressures also exercised an influence. To
be one of the boys—with all that entailed—it was necessary to share
the same assumptions. Significantly—and what I now think of with
some shame—my student criticism of the war in Vietnam in 1965–
67 evolved in 1968–69 into the explanatory language of real-politik.
Pursuing the goal of “stability” now seemed more important than
criticizing the “arrogance of power.” It was not the war in Vietnam
that had changed, or my knowledge of it; what had changed was
that I had become a defense intellectual. It was not a difficult script
to follow, for it involved powerful stories and heroic images, and the
duty to be responsible.

While the professionally constructed me continued to enjoy the
challenges thrown up by the attempt to understand some of the great
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issues of peace and war, I began to have serious disquiets about some
aspects of the subject. In particular, when I began to teach strategic
studies in 1967, it came as a stunning surprise that almost all those
strategists around me whose professional lives had been and were
involved with “the Soviet threat” and devising cosmic counters knew
little or nothing about the Soviet Union itself. Moreover, they did not
seem to think it mattered. They were confident in their belief that we,
the West, were faced by a (super) powerful adversary, whose enmity
was such as to justify any counter, however “unthinkable.”24 This
was my first academic shock. I had entered the powerhouse of the
study of power politics only to discover that those who were paid to
profess it in universities were curiously incurious about other countries
and other cultures—even enemies. And repeated experiences convinced
me that many of them did not care. Looking back, this discovery of
the profound realist incuriosity about the world was a critical turning
point. I have been criticized in recent years for vulgarizing realism on
occasion: I can say in defense that, if I have, I have never managed to
do it as blatantly as some of its proponents.

This professional shock—felt more strongly as a result of an earlier
visit to the Soviet Union in 1964–convinced me that strategic theory
should never be separated from area studies. Consequently, when I
started teaching such topics as nuclear strategy and U.S.Soviet
relations I tried to develop an understanding of the evolution of Soviet
military and foreign policies. An enormous piece of luck in this regard
was finding Michael MccGwire in my class as a student. He had
recently taken early retirement from the Royal Navy, where he had
been a senior and original intelligence analyst working on the Soviet
Union.25 As well as being a student, he was also directly involved in
major policy debates about Soviet strategy. He taught me more than
I taught him. Shortly afterward, as a professor he organized a series
of seminars at Dalhousie University in the early 1970s on Soviet
naval developments that brought together some of the best Soviet
specialists available and encouraged a range of significant research,
from how to think about shipbuilding programs to discussions of
the semantic differences between the Russian and Anglo-American
words for deterrence and defense.26 These meetings generally
confirmed the conclusion that I had reached in the late 1960s that
the West should be relaxed about the Soviet threat. The Soviet Union’s
power was exaggerated by Soviet and Western propaganda and it



96 · KEN BOOTH

was often more threatened than threatening.27 Trying to understand
the Soviet Union, and the variety of Western thinking about it,
revealed the ethnocentric character of AngloAmerican strategic
studies in particular and International Relations in general. What
gradually dawned was that what purported to be rational and
objective strategic theory was often a rationalization of national
prejudice, and that strategic practice was best understood as applied
ethics—a continuation of (moral) philosophy with an admixture of
firepower.28 Strategic theory helped to constitute the strategic world,
and then strategic studies helped to explain it—selfreverentially and
tautologically.

The realization that we live within structures that are theories,
that the material circumstances of strategy are the manifestations
of theories, that theories about security deliver our strategic facts,
and that there is more than one strategic logic led to a growing
disquiet with realism and its familiar positivist methods. But what
did it mean to believe that reality is in the eye of the beholder?
That there is more than one version of the (strategic) logic of
anarchy? That social truth is a product of history rather than
timeless common sense? And that human nature is not natural? I
had no clear idea, but in 1974 I started collecting material and
ideas about the ethnocentric character of strategic theorizing and
practice. This effort was encouraged by James King, the director
of research at the U.S. Naval War College in the mid–1970s, and
he made it possible for me to spend some time there writing up the
material in 1977. Jim King was a great and unselfish supporter of
younger colleagues, and one of the very few true scholars in postwar
strategic studies—and so his career was not destined to survive
long at the War College.29 Neither was mine, given that the late
1970s coincided with a slowly developing professional identity
crisis. The changing (collapsing) relationship between the academic
strategist (me) and the uncertain self (I) was summed up in the
dedication of Strategy and Ethnocentrism (1979), the book that
eventually emerged out of the growing discontents about strategic
man.

It was fortunate that the opportunity to study at the U.S. Naval
War College had been firmly fixed by Jim King, for in the previous
year there had been a sharp termination of my personal naïveté about
the relationship between academics and policy makers, in this case
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in the shape of important players in the U.S. Navy. For a number of
years, following an opportunity to spend a term alongside officers
of my own age at the Royal Naval College in Greenwich, I had been
writing and lecturing regularly about navies and foreign policy, and
this work had converged with that of some key groups in the U.S.
Navy. During this period I lectured on several occasions at the War
College and got the chance to meet some impressive people and see
amazing technology.30 But I was abruptly dropped by the U.S. Navy,
after what very senior officers saw as a hostile attack on their raison
d’être. To an audience of senior naval commanders on NATO’S
southern flank, including commanding officers of the U.S. Sixth Fleet,
I gave a paper entitled “If the Sixth Fleet Did Not Exist Would You
Invent It?” My answer was “no,” and I think I won the first round
on points, hence the determination of the counterattack. A knockout
blow came in round two, as I was never again asked to talk to the
U.S. Navy, except for one fixed commitment, and so I felt directly
what previously I had only read, namely, that practitioners see
academics as only more or less useful bureaucratic resources.31 (Jim
King was also a victim of the less scholarly, more technocratic and
policy—relevant research regime that took over the U.S. Naval War
College.) One of the lessons I learned from this, very forcefully, is
that practitioners only allow in those critics who share, or seem to
share, every assumption with them. Academics are allowed to become
insiders in order to help practitioners win; they are not there to supply
wisdom or speak truth to power. Partly as a result of these events,
my own work, quite erroneously in my opinion, became seen as anti-
American. It should, more accurately, have been seen as critical
commentary on some of the policies of the U.S. government. Later,
with the Reagan administrations, there was of course much more to
criticize.

Together, the public policy concern over the issue of the Soviet threat,
the theoretical concern over the ethnocentric character of the discipline,
and the realization that academics and policy makers make
uncomfortable bedmates, had converged to create a sort of professional
identity crisis about the subject, the subject matter, and my own role as
a university teacher. The professionalized “me” was slipping away, but
what would take its place? I knew what “I” was reacting against—the
assumptions, presumptions, assertions, and prescriptions of mainstream
strategic studies—but did not know where this reaction would ultimately
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take me. I still do not. Academic life changed from being the confident
teaching of established wisdom to an uncertain, agonizing, and always
unfinished search for ways of revisioning and relating to world politics.
There have been some occasional flashes of what I hope is insight along
the road, but the paradigm gained, like the paradigm lost, was not a
singular event but rather a steady accumulation over years of trying to
fit the bits together in a different pattern.

I

I only attempted to become self-conscious about this process of
ontological reinvention recently, when a student tagged me as a “fallen
realist.” It is worth briefly relating how this came about because there
is a tendency to assume that changed conceptions of the world are,
for academics, either the result of being persuaded by a decisive book
or being shocked by major events in world politics. People seem
determined to make us either simply disciples or positivists. There are
other possibilities.

What follows is largely a story of the influence of three individuals
outside mainstream International Relations; it is not the stuff of Cold
War strategic/security studies, but it is perhaps a story of increasing
relevance for global security studies for the twenty-first century. It is
not a story in which new facts are discovered, but one in which old
ones are seen in a new way. Together, and almost at the same time,
these three individuals led me to rethink what, how, and why I thought
about security in International Relations. It is interesting to discuss
this process of rethinking in relation to the Waltzian level of analysis
problem because for me, like many other students of the subject,
Kenneth Waltz’s work has been an important stimulus and provocation;
and the three levels of analysis or “images” that he discusses in his
major work Man, the State and War were a formative influence.32 If,
in the 1970s, I was conscious of moving away from the realist fatalism
of Waltz’s logic of anarchy, it took ideas and stimuli outside the
literature of the subject to clarify alternative logics of anarchy and
give my discontents direction. I will account for the three new “images”
in a chronological rather than Waltzian order.

The State

An Australian friend, Dale Trood, tried seriously in the mid–1970s
to interest me in the work and spirit of Amnesty International. She
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failed. Interfering in the business of other states ran against the realist
norms of academic International Relations and the society of states,
while the implication that any nongovernmental organization could
be a serious player in world affairs ran counter to the litany that
states are the most powerful actors. By chance, a couple of years
later, in a different place, Dale got another try. I dipped in my toe,
and it made me rethink all that I had been taught. The more I thought
about the individual cases that are the staple of Amnesty’s work, the
more I thought about the significance of thinking about international
relations from the perspective of individuals rather than states. For
me, the experience of writing those first letters to governments about
perfect strangers—victims of those governments—was a real turning
point. Here were some names and sometimes faces of the hitherto
unseen casualties of the structures of international relations. It is not
only war that produces casualties. This turning point was almost as
vivid—although obviously neither as personally life threatening or
other life saving—as it was for Oskar Schindler, in Steven Spielberg’s
film, when he focused, through all the carnage, on the solitary little
girl in a red coat. At least this is how I read the moment in the film:
the reality of gross human wrongs suddenly becomes clear in the
image of a single stranger. One consequence of this visualization for
me was the wish to read literature previously ghettoized by realist
ideology. As a result, individual victims came to be seen not simply
as a feature of domestic politics, but as a part of an international
system that, through a mixture of rationality and historical
happenstance, had developed into the business of power politics
rather than into the exploration of common humanity. The individual/
bottom-up/victim perspective began to change what I thought about
the state, state types, social power, security problems other than the
military inventories of the superpowers, the state as the exclusive
security referent (which legitimized nuclear deterrence), and states
as a source of threat rather than as a source of security. The sovereign
state came to be seen as an important part of the problem of insecurity
in world politics, not the solution.

War

A Canadian peace campaigner, Peggy Hope-Simpson, refused to
accept that somebody she took to be sane and knowledgeable could
actually believe what I was teaching students about nuclear deterrence
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and arms control. She insisted that I talk to her and her group (Project
Ploughshares) about such realist truisms as the “inescapable” war
system, the “impossibility” of disarmament, the “rational”
relationship between military power and national security, the
“perpetual” nuclear peace, the “just” nuclear deterrent, and this as
“the best of all possible worlds.” In the course of one particular
lecture it became apparent that “me” was mouthing a strategist’s
script—written by myself—that “I” no longer really believed.
Strategists are not supposed to be doubting Thomases, but doubts
kept accumulating and led to the conclusion that anarchy in a
multicultural world might not only deliver different logics of strategy
(the subject of the book on ethnocentrism) but also that interstate
anarchy invites different logics of foreign policy and, indeed, of
international relations. Alexander Wendt recently expressed such a
shift very neatly in the title of his much—cited article “Anarchy Is
What States Make of It” (although I would want to add that anarchy
is much more than what those contested units called states make of
it!).33

The conceptual jump involved here was from thinking of war as a
structural phenomenon to thinking of it as a cultural phenomenon,
albeit a deeply entrenched one. War should be regarded as a cultural
phenomenon (and hence a cultural problem) because human political
groups have not always fought. The existence of societies without
war undermines reductionist and determinist arguments about human
nature and the interstate structure; certainly, human political groups
have often fought, but the meaning of that violence that we label
“war” has changed radically. If war is a cultural phenomenon, then
it can be transcended. The theory of power politics and self-help got
us into this security predicament; better theories—the theories and
practices of global moral and political obligation—can get us out.
The latter is obviously easier said than done, and it is always worth
remembering Karl Marx’s cautioning words that “men make their
own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not
make it under circumstances chosen by themselves.” This changing
view of the war system led to the need to rethink structures and
agents and to reconsider the whole subject of International Relations.
I did not see it this way at the time but later realized that I was
struggling against what Roberto Unger came to call “false
necessities.”34



SECURITY AND SELF · 101

Men

Eurwen Booth—my daily reminder for more than thirty years that
there are other than English, strategic, and masculine ways of
thinking—got a job with Welsh Women’s Aid, which deals with
battered women. Her feminist consciousness rocketed and dragged
me along in its slipstream. This did not come naturally to a
professional strategist and lad from Yorkshire in the north of England.
Nevertheless, the gendered character of the social and political world
was then blindingly obvious once it was pointed out (although dealing
with it appropriately was another matter). What with hindsight is
now remarkable is how invisible this dominating fact of life had
previously been. It is a perfect illustration of believing is seeing. When
I was growing up, I could not see my mother’s life as anything other
than natural. Once I believed it was not, it looked very different. I
had not seen the marriage Eurwen and I had lived as other than
natural until I and we believed that we had been social sleepwalkers.
Some still argue that gender has nothing to do with international
relations in general and security in particular, but in time I have
come to believe that it has everything to do with them. To talk about
security without thinking about gender is simply to account for the
surface reflections without examining what is happening deep down
below the surface.

US

“We are as we are because we got that way” is one of the many
insightful Kenneth Boulding-isms for which we should be grateful.
The world is as it is through the interplay of the marketplaces and
battle-fields of competing theories through history. The corollary of
this is that we (human society in whole or in part) might become
what we hope to be: such a viewpoint places a totally different
perspective on the timeless present of realism and the necessitous
nature of International Relations as taught during the Cold War.
This open-ended view of human potential is also important in
thinking about the construction of the self in relation to being a
security specialist. The important message here—especially for young
colleagues, but also for others—is that the self is an unfinished
journey: above all, one should not assume that the end of the history
of one’s own self will or should come in postgraduate and junior-
faculty years. Too often, however, individuals are trapped and trap
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themselves in the subject areas and intellectual convictions of their
early twenties (the Ph.D. millstone). Our work as academics, like
ourselves, should never be regarded as finished. Our books and
articles should be seen as explorations not destinations, and so should
our own individual lives. In a way never understood by those who
saw and see the study of International Relations and other social
sciences as comparable with natural science, we are what we do and
we do what we are. Our lives are our work as well as our books.
This was Gandhi’s point.

But we do not work alone. There are a variety of circumstantial
factors, as indicated above, that affect one’s explorations. The “me”
is constrained by place, time, and community, but so is the exploring
“I.” Luck, as well as curiosity, is a factor. To complete the brief
autobiography, I want to suggest a number of influences that helped
give direction in the 1980s to the fallen realist of the 1970s.

First, the matter of place can be important. As the disquiets grew
about what I had been taught, and the complacent attitudes of the
then—leading lights of strategic studies in Britain, it was helpful
that I then moved to Canada for two years. The critical distance this
created, with relative freedom from immediate loyalty tests and the
absence of familiar peer pressure, undoubtedly made it easier to
reassess my position and change my mind. This experience seems to
provide support for at least some academic mobility and is certainly
a confirmation of the old adage about the purpose of travel not being
to discover new places, but to return and see one’s country for the
first time (and in this case, also one’s profession). There are two
other points to make about place. I grew up in Featherstone, a mining
village in West Yorkshire, which is in England but in important ways
was not then of “England”; and then, after I was eighteen, I have
lived most of the time in Aberystwyth, a small town on the west
coast of Wales, which not only is the home of the oldest department
of international politics in the world, but also probably has a higher
number of books per capita than anywhere else in the world (the
quirks of history gave this town of twelve thousand people not only
a university but also a national library, one of the major depository
libraries of English—language books in the world). In terms of
identity, Featherstone was an experience of class and industry, and
Aberystwyth one of nationalism, biculturalism, and education. Living
on such margins, I am pleased to say, inculcated a distaste for that
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view of the world represented by the Britishness embodied in the
likes of Margaret Thatcher, with its jingoism, false nostalgia,
simplistic history, metropolitan—mindedness, ethnocentrism,
nationalistic and individualistic complacency, and comic—book
world politics.

We are all, in different ways, creatures rather than creators of our
times, and in the story just related, another important contextual
consideration was that the working out of some of these changes
coincided with the renewed debate about nuclear weapons that began
in the late 1970s. This proved to be a convenient focus for thinking
about issues such as the role and morality of nuclear deterrence. It
was a helpful coincidence rather than a provocation, although
Erikson’s point about identity crises and periods of historical change
is worth bearing in mind. Without doubt, the process of trying to
think through previously held positions on peace and security was
given a particular focus and clarity by the posturing of Ronald
Reagan, Margaret Thatcher, and Leonid Brezhnev. The points made
at the beginning of this chapter should not be read as implying that
changes out there are always irrelevant to the way we think about
security—only that they are not necessarily the most important or
even crucial. It often takes new circumstances to crystallize what
may be going on in here.

Finally, most academics need to belong to a community. Some in
this community may be theorists, others activists; the contact may
be direct or through writing; some will be like—minded strangers,
while others close friends. But what matters will be the support of
the treasured few. In the 1980s, as the world became increasingly
wired, it became apparent that in many countries there existed a
community of strangers who disagreed profoundly with the
conventional strategic/ security convictions of the elites in their
different countries. But this community of strangers generally lacked
the financial backing that enabled the proponents of Cold War
structures, attitudes, and policies to meet frequently and air their
views in fancy hotels in fancy locations. Nevertheless, a congenial
and transnational alternative defense community grew. For the most
part, academic work seems a solitary activity, but it is often a team
effort. In my own case, what helped put the critique of the 1970s
together into a sense of direction in the 1980s were the long-term
perspectives and ferocious criticism offered by Michael MccGwire;
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the stimulus to think in wider theoretical terms given by Nicholas
Wheeler; and the alternative defense networking made possible in
Eastern and Western Europe and North America by Just Defense in
Britain and the Institute for Defense and Disarmament Studies in
Boston.

CRITICAL SECURITY STUDIES

With hindsight, it is possible to see the story above as a struggle away
from realist strategic studies toward what some of us now call critical
security studies. In this struggle it was the inadequacies of realism
rather than the attraction of any other particular alternative that did
all the early work, and indeed, it took a considerable time before all
the other strands came together in the notion of “Utopian realism.”35

The latter is an idea whose theory and practice I am still working out
but whose assumptions—the Utopian element being a belief that world
politics do not have to be this way and the realist element being a
recognition that we have to begin where we are—fit firmly within the
notion of critical security studies.

The birth of critical security studies was both to be expected and
is to be celebrated at a time when world events are even more complex
and confusing than ever, when old political and philosophical
certainties are challenged, and when the study of International
Relations is rent by divisions over ontology, epistemology, agenda,
and method. When thinking about international political theory is
at a crossroads, so must be the way we think about security. Although
it is rarely made explicit—especially by those wedded to traditional
(military) security theory—the debate about security studies is only
one aspect of a more fundamental debate about politics, including
the increasingly important context of world politics. The
contemporary debate about the meaning of security—and how it
should be studied—is only part (but a very important one because of
the political salience of security issues) of the uncertainty about what
it means to be living, thinking, and teaching at the end of the twentieth
century. And thus, at least implicitly, it plays a part in what it will
mean to be a human political and social agent in the twenty-first
century.

At the heart of the personal account earlier was the move away
from the narrow realist definition of what constitutes the political,
and the ethnocentric subject of Cold War international relations,
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toward a critical perspective that gradually embraced a less top—
down, Anglo-American definition of international politics and a
broader meaning of politics. It goes without saying that not all my
colleagues have gone down this same path. While some of us became
increasingly dissatisfied with aspects of the training we had received
in Cold War International Relations, others continued to see strategic/
security studies as simply part of an innovative and heroic age for
academics. The latter version would be amusing if it had not been so
powerful. This is evident in the views of those who lionize the strategic
studies archive and even claim a “renaissance.” The classic exemplar
of this is Stephen Walt’s much—cited 1991 article, “The Renaissance
of Security Studies” in International Studies Quarterly.36 What Walt
describes is not a renaissance, at least not a rebirth of anything worth
reviving. The article attempts to legitimize what in fact needs to be
challenged: it is relentlessly U.S.-centric; it discovers what others have
known for a long time; and it criticizes those who would broaden the
concept of security in favor of the traditionalist military conception
(although apparently without appreciating the statist political theory
that goes with it). The “norms and ethos” of the “strategic studies
community” are strongly endorsed at the end of Walt’s article without
subjecting their statism, ethnocentrism, masculinism, parochialism (of
time as well as space), and positivism to scrutiny.

Stephen Walt and those who think like him have got it wrong.
What he was describing was not a renaissance but “late strategic
studies.”37 There is still an important job to be done in analyzing the
military dimension of international politics (see below), but only as a
branch of a more broadly defined understanding of security studies.
The true renaissance in security studies these days is being brought
about not by those seeking to prioritize and modernize the theories of
peace and security that dominated the Cold War, but by those struggling
to develop, at the end of a century of violence and change, a postrealist,
postpositivist conception of security that offers some promise of
maximizing the security and improving the lives of the whole of
humankind—the security studies of inclusion rather than exclusion,
of possibility rather than necessity, and of becoming rather than being.

It is not easy to change academic minds or shift direction, and the
struggle is not an even one. The overwhelming number of today’s
security specialists were obviously trained during the Cold War, within
the norms and ethos of that professional community. As a result,
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there are now hundreds of experts able to talk about nuclear
deterrence, arms control, limited war, and crisis management—
invariably from the perspective of East-West relations. There is
nothing like the same body of expertise to deal with internal conflicts,
identity, ethnic disputes, political theory, conflict resolution,
methodology, confidence building, conventional war, regional security
in the Third World, and so on. The opening up of the security
problematic has created an enormous research agenda, and the
insecurity community of Cold War strategic specialists is not well
equipped to deal with it. It will take time for a critical security
community to grow.

Critical security studies begin in a rejection of traditional security
theory.38 The approach rejects, in particular, the definition of politics
that places the state and its sovereignty at the center of the subject; the
moral authority of states; the belief that the state is and should be the
key guardian of peoples’ security; the priority of strategic studies’
descriptions of the reality of world affairs; the assumptions and
presumptions implicit in the simple binaries of mainstream
International Relations; the regressive view of human nature evident
in the classical preachings of realism; the utter dominance of structure
over agent evident in neorealism; the unreflecting positivism implicit
in much of the method of traditional International Relations; and the
“false necessities” that restrict the vision, and weigh down the spirit,
of so many students of International Relations.

Security is what we make it. It is an epiphenomenon intersubjectively
created. Different worldviews and discourses about politics deliver
different views and discourses about security. New thinking about
security is not simply a matter of broadening the subject matter
(widening the agenda of issues beyond the merely military). It is
possible—as Barry Buzan has shown above all—to expand
“international security studies” and still remain within an asserted
neorealist framework and approach.39 Although the subject of critical
security studies also broadens the agenda it is fundamentally different
because the agenda derives from a radically different political theory
and methodology; the former is based on deeper understandings of
the meaning of the political, and the latter on discontents with the
presumptions of positivism.

A school of critical security studies that develops from what might
be called “global moral science,”40 rather than the traditional security
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theory deriving from the “dismal science” of Cold War International
Relations, sees as crucial the relationship between theory and its
historical/social/political context; it is more concerned with the search
for meaning than the endless accumulation of knowledge; it believes
that social and political science cannot be separated from life but are
inseparable from social and political criticism, replication, and practice;
it believes that theory is constitutive rather than explanatory; that the
invention of an emancipatory future is more urgent than the discovery
of ultimate philosophical foundations; that the role of academics is
not (and cannot be) that of a dispassionate observer but is rather that
of Antonio Gramsci’s “organic intellectual” or of Mary Midgley’s
socially engaged philosopher; and is based on the belief that, because
human potential is barely tapped, politics on a global scale must be
regarded as open-ended rather than determined, and based on ethical
choices rather than on supposedly natural instincts. One of the
attractions of the critical turn in security studies is that it should never
settle into the complacency of that it seeks to overthrow; the essence
of a critical approach is that it expects change. By turning its own
technique in on itself, it invites regular renewal, as times and material
circumstances change.

Critical security studies as just described do not—should not—
ignore or play down the state and the military dimensions of world
politics. What is being challenged is not the material manifestations
of the world of traditional realism, but its moral and practical status,
including its naturalization of historically created theories, its
ideology of necessity and limited possibility, and its propagandist
common sense about this being the best of all worlds. There is an
important place in critical security studies for the study of the threat
and use of military force, but the study of (military) strategy should
no longer be synonymous with security studies, as was the case in
Cold War International Relations, and as some still want to maintain
it (the line of argument associated with Stephen Walt discussed
earlier). In the hyperinflated militarization of the Cold War, it was
not surprising that strategic studies got too big for its roots. But the
subject area can now be seen in proper perspective, as the military
dimension of international relations (focusing on relations between
states), which itself is a subsystem of world politics—who gets what,
when, and how on a global scale (to extrapolate Harold Lasswell’s
famous definition of politics).41 Military strategy is a subject area
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within critical security studies, but it is only one aspect—although
sometimes a crucial one—of a wide agenda and one with security
referents other than the state (which hitherto has given strategic
studies their meaning). This can be illustrated by the example of the
“security dilemma,” which in many respects has been seen as the
quintessential dilemma of international relations because pervasive
“Hobbesian fear” is seen as resulting in insecurity, even when no
malevolence is intended. Rather than seeing the security dilemma as
the quintessential dilemma, however, a critical perspective might
regard it as a sometimes important phenomenon in relations between
states, but fundamentally as an epiphenomenon of fatalistic and
hegemonic reasoning and practices through time.42 The latter need
to be understood in order that self-constituting human societies and
society can learn new practices to help mitigate and then perhaps
one day transcend the traps of security dilemmas. In order to
transcend the traditions, it is necessary to work at two levels: first,
at the level of mitigating the symptoms of the epiphenomenon itself
(by confidence-building measures, nonprovocative defense postures,
and so on); and second, at the deeper level of the structures that give
rise to the epiphenomenon, which, depending on one’s political
outlook and strategic preferences, may involve the building of the
grand schemes of structural idealists, such as world government or
world communism, or the “process Utopian” schemes of
contemporary agents of global reform, such as the world-order values
promoted by transnational civil society.43

The foregoing is a sketch of what I take the critical—security—
studies approach to be at this stage. Because the idea (or more precisely
the label) is only of recent coinage (May 1994), and because it has
been the focus of only a couple of academic papers, critics should not
expect too much too soon. The subject is being worked out; it is
presently at the takeoff stage, waiting to happen, in some ways
comparable to strategic studies in the mid–1950s, when the subject
was a handful of books in search of an academic label. For the
immediate future, those attracted to the idea of critical security studies
have two agendas, one largely intellectual and the other, what might
be called professional. The latter includes building up a network of
like—minded individuals, starting courses, and providing materials—
in short, institutionalizing the idea within an academic context. The
intellectual agenda crystallizes around four tasks: to provide critiques
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of traditional theory, to explore the meanings and implications of
critical theories, to investigate security issues from critical perspectives,
and to revision security in specific places. Already the approach and
agenda developing under the critical security studies label have come
under attack from traditional strategic/security theorists, and I want
to close this section by addressing some of the more familiar. This can
be done under the headings “critical,” “community,” “emancipation,”
and “security.”

Critical

What does “critical” mean in the label critical security studies? As it
happens, this is likely to be a real focus of disagreement among the
body of people who agree that there is a serious crisis in Western
thought in general and in particular in that area that discusses security.
The division is between the Critical Theorists who trace their
intellectual ancestry to the Frankfurt School and postmodern/
poststructuralist critical writers. The former approach is cosmopolitan,
self—consciously progressive, emancipatory, postpositivist, post—
Marxist, open—ended about human possibilities, Enlightenment—
inspired, and epistemologically self—conscious.44 The latter approaches
have shown themselves to be more concerned to expose what is seen
as the crisis of representation in Western (Enlightenment) thinking—
specifically, issues of foundationalism, closure, difference, hierarchies
of knowledge and opinion, metanarratives, and so on—rather than to
engage in political projects of their own.45 My own way of dealing
with this critical debate is to say I welcome any approach that enables
us to challenge the dismal norms and ethos of Cold War strategic
studies and then rethink security, as long as there is a commitment to
emancipation (as opposed to leaving power where it is) and to a notion
of common humanity (as opposed to forms of cultural or
communitarian essentialism).

Community

One of the aims of critical security studies must be to reconsider the
distinctions between “us” and “them” in a political sense—in short,
to reconsider global political organization in a way that will best deliver
security. This is obviously something that cannot be worked out in
theory and, still less, in practice overnight. Extending notions of
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community, and having overlapping communities (thereby
accommodating contemporary ideas of multiple and overlapping
identities), is a promising way ahead, but there is far to go, and it is
here where critical regional security specialists can be very helpful.
The sovereign state system has been around for about 350 years, and,
globally speaking, it has been a normative failure; at the level of theory
we still ask whether states are “global gangsters” or “guardian
angels.”46 Against this standard, students of newly created critical
security studies can be relaxed against the charge that they have not
sorted out the details of their preferred political organization for the
twenty-first century.

Emancipation

Whereas traditional International Relations theories privileged power
and order as the bases for security, critical security studies—at least
in my conception of it—privileges emancipation. For some reason,
the notion of emancipation causes traditional security theorists a
quite exaggerated degree of irritation. There may be two
explanations: first, it opens up the possibility of political programs
that they see as being against their interests (as academics/Westerners/
men); and second, they are uncomfortable with what is an inherently
dynamic concept, whereas so much of traditional theory is based on
static concepts (nuclear deterrence, above all). From my perspective,
it is simply not possible to say what emancipation looks like, apart
from its meaning to particular people at particular times.
Emancipation means freeing people, as individuals and groups, from
the social, physical, economic, political, and other constraints that
stop them from carrying out what they would freely choose to do.47

As circumstances change, so will the goals of emancipation.
Emancipation has been an issue throughout the twentieth century—
for colonies, blacks, women, workers, and so on—and there is no
reason to suppose the twenty-first will be different. Indeed,
emancipation is a worldwide though not universal cultural norm; it
is not universal because it is resisted by traditionalist power structures.
“What is emancipation?” and “who will be emancipated?” are the
urgent questions for students of critical security studies and the victims
of world politics.
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Security

A frequent criticism addressed toward those who would broaden the
concept of security from its Cold War state/military/status quo focus
is that the broadening of the notion of security so extends it that it
becomes meaningless; security will encompass everything. (There once
was a time, some of us remember, when strategy was similarly criticized
for being synonymous with policy.) I acknowledge that the concept of
security does become less coherent the more it is broadened, and that
the security agenda risks becoming overloaded. But I welcome both
these developments without reservation. This point needs to be set
alongside the crucial political fact that the word security has enormous
political significance, and that to get an issue onto a state’s security
agenda is to give it priority. With that in mind, it is easy to justify a
broadened conception of security. To maintain the traditionalist
(“intellectually coherent”) concept of security simply perpetuates
statist, militarized, and masculinized definitions of what should have
priority in security terms, and to do that leaves the agenda in the
hands of the traditional strategic/security specialists. Why should
certain issues—human rights, economic justice, and so on—be kept
off the security agenda? They are, after all, crucial security questions
for somebody (if not those benefiting from statist power structures).
At base, the question is, who will be secure? This is the fundamental
issue, not intellectual incoherence. But even in regard to the latter, if
one accepts different security referents other than the state, then there
is intellectual coherence in the broadened concept of security—the
problem becomes a political one of balancing different military and
nonmilitary security demands, not an intellectual one concerned with
understanding.

The broadening of the concept of security, to my mind, is the
inevitable consequence of the (primary) aim of critical security studies
to deepen our understandings of security. By deepening I mean
investigating the implications and possibilities that result from seeing
security as a concept that derives from different understandings of
what politics is and can be all about, and specifically, politics on a
global scale. Traditional security studies derived from statist norms
and was characterized by positivist methods; one result was the
legitimation of a strategy such as nuclear deterrence, whereby small
sections of the world’s population had no hesitation in justifying
policies that included the threat of destroying civilized life in, at least,
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most of the Northern Hemisphere. In contrast to the statist horizons
and cosmic dangers of traditional strategic/security studies, an attempt
to deepen our understandings of security will lead to different
conceptions of the political; these investigations will explore possibility
rather than impossibility, openness rather than closure, inclusion rather
than exclusion, common humanity rather than tribal sovereignty,
nonnecessitarianism rather than false necessities, and emancipation
rather than power. In short, critical security studies invites students to
unthink the all—too—thinkable norms and ethos of established security
studies and, instead, engage in the exciting journey of exploring the
hitherto conventionally unthinkable.48

CONCLUSION

What, then, does it mean to study security, and the means to achieve
it, in the late twentieth century? To begin, I want to assert two things
that it does not mean. First, it should not involve the replication of the
narrow statist, militarized, Anglo-American, masculinized version of
security that was synonymous with strategic studies from the mid–
1950s to the late 1980s. This period of strategic studies, defined by
the Cold War and the nuclear revolution, can now be seen in its entirety,
as based on an ethnocentric and time—bound set of theories of “peace”
and “security.” Second, this is not meant to imply that strategy and
war are not important dimensions of the security problem. Far from
it. War and therefore strategy are not going to disappear in the near
future, and so they require due attention. The agenda, assumptions,
and approaches of Cold War strategic studies, however, cannot be left
to define security if we want to improve the prospects for human life
at the level of individuals, societies, states, regions, and globally in the
next half—century and beyond. Strategic studies is simply the label
we should give to the military dimension of the study of international
security.

The thrust of this chapter has been that there is a critical relationship
between the me/I as a theorist of security and what it means to study
security. The argument has been that the meaning of studying security
is not simply or necessarily created by the changes out there in the
world, but by the changes—or lack of them—in here (who we think
we are, and what we think we are doing). I was taught to think of
security in statist, military, Anglo-American, masculinized terms, and
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to see my activity as that of a realist-positivist. I later came to think of
security in cosmopolitan, comprehensive, emancipatory terms and my
role as that of a Utopian realist. And in bringing about this change,
most of the work was done not as a result of reading books or
experiencing the impact of world events but was instead the influence
of friends at particular crossroads of time and place. The university
would seem to have shaped the me, but life shaped the I. This being
so, it is important that university teaching eschews Sunday School—
the learning by rote of supposed timeless wisdom—and instead
commits itself to opening up possibilities. For students of security, the
shift from realism to critical security studies will represent pedagogical
progress.

Change is the condition of modern life, it was argued earlier, yet
understanding it is hampered by a cultural norm that seems to hold
that the longer one has had an idea, the truer it is. The corollary of
this is that it is somehow a weakness to change one’s mind. The
implication of this norm is that it supposedly strengthens an argument
to begin “I have always thought that…”; the implication of this is
that the ideas imposed on one or arrived at while a student/an
adolescent/a child somehow have more value than those developed
when one learned to think for oneself. It is a zany norm. Critical security
studies gives space for change, of all sorts.

Nobody can be blamed for their upbringing, their teachers, their
time, or their place. Those who purport to be academics can be
criticized for not being open to different ideas and for the dogmatic
(and usually ignorant) anti-intellectual dismissal of thoughts that
come from outside the university (for example, from activists), from
those critical of the hegemonic discourse (for example, those called
radicals), from those with different time scales (utopians), from those
said not to understand the real world (feminists), and so on. Those
who always think what they have always thought (or were taught to
think) are left with a security studies defined by the interests and
agenda of policy makers and taught solely by those content to work
within this framework. This would not only not be honorable (the
phrase “academic Eichmanns” comes to mind), it would also be
boring.

If, as argued earlier, security (and hence the subject of security
studies) is what we make it, it follows that it will be made according
to who we are and aspire to be (remembering the aphorisms of Nin
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and Gandhi). Consequently, I want to end by offering four sets of
ideas about the we who might seek to push the critical—security—
studies project in the years to come. By looking at area studies, political
and social theory, political practice, and the role of the academic, it is
possible to sketch the profile of a student of critical security studies at
this juncture.

Area Studies

As is emphasized in the chapter in this collection by Peter Vale and
myself on southern Africa, critical security studies should not remain
confined to critique at the level of theory. Practice is the aim of theory,
and so it is essential for students and teachers to have an area
specialization (or specializations), as well as theoretical interests.
And this area specialization should not be restricted to the country
in which one happened to be born. The study of real people in real
places outside one’s immediate citizenship is crucial in breaking down
ethnocentric outlooks and opening up fresh perspectives on the
human predicament. Theory and method, without area studies,
encourage thinking in a vacuum and are likely to legitimize dangerous
policies (as was evident in the abstract theorizing about nuclear
deterrence).49 Unlike most of their counterparts in Cold War national
security studies, students of critical security studies should become
area specialists.

Political and Social Theory

Cold War security studies were not only notoriously ethnocentric, they
were also notoriously inbred. Like the political realism from which
they derived, they cut themselves off from the mainstream of political
and social theory. In this way they were slow to see some of the reality
they purported to describe and deprived themselves of many
philosophical and other tools for accounting for the human security
condition.

Theory and Practice

Security is concerned with how people live. An interest in practice
(policy relevance) is surely part of what is involved in being a security
specialist. The study of security can benefit from a range of perspectives,
but not from those who would refuse to engage with the problems of
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those, at this minute, who are being starved, oppressed, or shot. It is
therefore legitimate to ask what any theory that purports to belong
within world politics has to say about Bosnia or nuclear deterrence.
Thinking about thinking is important, but, more urgently, so is thinking
about doing. For those who believe that we live in a humanly
constituted world, the distinction between theory and practice dissolves:
theory is a form of practice, and practice is a form of theory. Abstract
ideas about emancipation will not suffice: it is important for critical
security studies to engage with the real by suggesting policies, agents,
and sites of change, to help humankind, in whole and in part, to move
away from its structural wrongs.

The Role of Academics

During the Cold War, Western security specialists were particularly
deferential to the worldview and agendas of governments. Politicians,
diplomats, and military establishments have their own identities and
interests that are not always shared by those for whom they
supposedly speak. This is particularly the case where state and society
do not coincide. This is why the growth of civil society is so important
for security, cooperation, and development, whether regionally or
globally. Within civil society, academics in many countries have a
special and privileged role: they have knowledge and they are removed
from the daily pressures of political life. With this in mind the role of
academics in the “intellectual enterprise of security studies” might
be defined as follows: to provide new knowledge and more helpful
accounts of world affairs and human lives; to look at old facts in
new ways; to unsilence the silenced; to help give longer—term
perspectives than decision makers concerned with the next election;
to expose the hypocrisies, inconsistencies, and power plays in
language, relationships, and policies; to provide a more sophisticated
language with which to analyze events and problems; to engage in
dialogues with policy makers in order to try to open the latter’s
imaginations and minds about the ways in which concepts might be
translated into better (more friendly to people and nature) policies;
to expose false ideas and reveal the unstated assumptions of policies;
to open up space for thought and action; to help students think for
themselves; to develop new and more rational theories about global
security; to cast a critical eye on all theories and all exercises of
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power, including one’s own; and to speak for cosmopolitan values
and to speak up for those who do not have a voice. To attempt to do
less is to commit ourselves as university teachers and researchers to
being clerks of the powerful, the priests of necessity (rather than
architects of possibility), and fatalists about the geography of
meaning.
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Defining Security: A Subaltern

Realist Perspective

 
MOHAMMED AYOOB

I

Recent attempts at broadening the definition of the concept of security
beyond its traditional realist usage have created a major dilemma for
students of International Relations. On the one hand, it is clear that the
traditional definition of security that has dominated the Western
literature on the subject is inadequate to explain the multifaceted and
multidimensional nature of the problem of security as faced by the
majority of members in the international system. On the other, the often
indiscriminate broadening of the definition of security threatens to make
the concept so elastic as to render it useless as an analytical tool.1

It is in this context that I attempt in this chapter to provide an
alternative definition of security that, while preserving the valuable
insights of the realist paradigm, goes beyond its ethnocentric
obsession with external threats to state security. It does so by
incorporating into the definition the principal security concerns of
the majority of the members of the international system (the
subalterns—those that are weak and of inferior rank). These states’
major security preoccupations are primarily internal in character
and are a function of the early stages of state making at which they
find themselves.

Interestingly, these concerns mirror the major security concerns
evinced by most West European state makers during the sixteenth to

5
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the nineteenth centuries, when these states were at a stage of state
building corresponding to that at which most Third World states
find themselves today.2 Unfortunately, these historical concerns of
West European states—the earliest to have attained the status of
sovereign national (and, therefore, modern) states—have been lost
sight of by the neorealists because of their obsession with the anarchic
structure of the international system. This has led to a consequently
glaring neglect on their part of domestic variables that have major
(often determining) impact on the way state elites perceive and define
the security problems of the large majority of states that inhabit the
international system today. I shall return to a discussion of my concept
of “subaltern realism” and its application to the field of security
studies at the end of the chapter after having made the necessary
arguments demonstrating its superiority as an analytical tool, both
over neorealist as well as fashionably expansionist definitions of the
concept of security.

II

The importance of going beyond the traditional realist paradigm of
treating states as unitary actors primarily concerned with assuring
their safety from external threats has been driven home by the fact
that most conflicts since the end of World War II have been either
primarily intrastate in character or have had an important intrastate
dimension built into them. Furthermore, the overwhelming majority
of conflicts since 1945 have been located within the Third World where
the process of state making is far from complete.3 As a result, most
conflicts since the end of World War II have been, and are, intimately
related to the process of state making (and its obverse, state breaking)
and cannot be explained in terms of the traditional realist paradigm.4

The SIPRI Yearbook I993 has dramatically made this point by
presenting data that demonstrate that of the major armed conflicts
that were waged in thirty locations around the world in 1992, all but
one were intrastate in character.5 There is abundant evidence, therefore,
to support the conclusion that the overwhelming majority of conflicts
in the international system since 1945 have been “a ubiquitous
corollary of the birth, formation, and fracturing of Third World
states.”6

The end of the Cold War has not diminished the security
predicament of Third World states and regions. In fact, changing
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international norms in the post-Cold War period, especially those
pertaining to the recognition of secessionist states and the
relegitimation of ethnonationalism, are expected to make this
predicament more acute. The removal of the global overlay of
superpower rivalry on Third World conflicts, both intrastate and
interstate, is also likely to have mixed results as far as conflicts in
the Third World are concerned, and its negative impacts are expected
to neutralize the more positive ones.7 This, I believe, will hold true
both in the short and long terms (as long as one defines the latter in
terms of decades and not centuries), given the historical juncture at
which most Third World states find themselves in terms of their state-
building odyssey. The current phase of Third World state making
can be reasonably expected to last well into the next century despite
the pressures on these states to complete this task within the shortest
possible time.

These pressures emanate primarily from the international system
in terms of the demonstration effect of the existence of effective,
responsive, and representative (and, therefore, legitimate) states in the
industrialized world, as well as the demand on Third World states to
transform their juridical statehood into effective statehood, not merely
within the shortest possible time frame but in a humane manner as
well. This attempt to fit an evolutionary process such as state making
into a time—bound strait jacket of ridiculously short duration and
then expect it to be undertaken with due regard for the human rights
of groups and individuals flies in the face of historical evidence.8 It
also raises expectations regarding the achievement of the final goal
(and regarding the process through which it is supposed to be achieved)
that increase the load on Third World political systems to such a degree
that they are threatened with serious disequilibrium. The above
pressures therefore provide a substantial part of the explanation for
the high degree of domestic violence and insecurity plaguing most
Third World states.9

In this context, it is surprising that many leading advocates of the
view that the realist (or neorealist, to use the currently fashionable
term) paradigm has the greatest power, of all paradigms, to explain
the international realities of the post-Cold War era virtually ignore
the security situation in the Third World, where most members of the
international system are located and where most of the conflicts are
concentrated. For example, Stephen Walt defines security studies, and



124 · MOHAMMED AYOOB

by extension the concept of security, as “the study of the threat, use,
and control of military force,” especially of “the specific policies that
states adopt in order to prepare for, prevent, or engage in war.” While
Walt is clear that “military power is the central focus of the field,” he
is willing to concede that
 

military power is not the only source of national security, and military
threats are not the only dangers that states face (though they are usually
the most serious). As a result security studies also includes what is
sometimes termed ‘statecraft’—arms control, diplomacy, crisis
management, for example. These issues are clearly relevant to the main
focus of the field, because they bear directly on the likelihood and
character of war.10

 
It is clear that Walt’s definition of security studies takes its philosophical
cue from the fundamental realist assumption best summed up by Walter
Lippmann half a century ago: “A nation is secure to the extent to
which it is not in danger of having to sacrifice core values, if it wishes
to avoid war, and is able, if challenged, to maintain them by victory in
such a war.”11 Lippmann’s definition, as Arnold Wolfers pointed out,
“implies that security rises and falls with the ability of a nation to
deter an attack, or to defeat it.”12

In the traditional, predominantly realist, literature in International
Relations the concept of security is therefore defined primarily in
external or outward directed terms, that is, outside the commonly
accepted unit of analysis: the state. It should be further pointed out
that the tradition in International Relations that portrays states as
unitary actors responding to external threats or posing such threats to
other states has been stronger in the field of security studies than in
the rest of the discipline, which has lately become more open to
competing explanations of state behavior in the international arena.
As has been stated earlier in this chapter, however, the reality of security
problems faced by the vast majority of states in the international system
belies this simplistic understanding of the security problematic.
Furthermore, as Amitav Acharya points out in this volume,13 the fact
that the periphery, the Third World, may well have become the core,
as far as conflict and security in the post-Cold War international system
are concerned, has made the inapplicability of the realist definition of
security to the vast majority of conflicts in the international system all
the more glaring.
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III

At the same time, it is important to guard against the temptation to
make the concept of security so broad that it comes to mean all
things to all people because this is certain to render the concept
analytically useless. This latter tendency, however, has become very
visible in the new critical discourse about security during the past
decade. Such a discourse has tended to include everything from the
violation of human rights to environmental degradation as a part of
the security problematic. Thus, adjectives like human and
environmental, in addition to economic, have been attached to the
term security in an attempt to bring these diverse phenomena under
the rubric of security.

However, there are major intellectual and practical hazards in
adopting unduly elastic definitions of security. For example, Jessica
Tuchman Mathews’s attempt at portraying environmental decline and
climatic change as major sources of insecurity in the last decade of the
twentieth century, while valuable in pinpointing important challenges
facing the human race as we move into the twenty-first century,
confuses the issue by wrapping these problems in the security blanket.14

It does so by attempting to make global management problems part
of the national and international security agendas. This is the danger
that an author as sympathetic to environmental concerns as Daniel
Deudney warned against when he argued that
 

national-security-from-violence and environmental habitability have
little in common…. The rising fashion of linking them risks creating a
conceptual muddle rather than a paradigm or world view shift—a de-
definition rather than a re-definition of security. If we begin to speak
about all the forces and events that threaten life, property and well-
being (on a large-scale) as threats to our national security, we shall
soon drain them of any meaning. All large—scale evils will become
threats to national security.15

 
It is therefore imperative that analysts show greater discrimination in
applying security-related vocabulary to matters pertaining to ecological
or other global management issues. It would be wrong to assume that
such issues automatically form part of the calculus of national or
international security. In order to do so, they must demonstrate the
capacity immediately to affect political outcomes. Short of that it would
be wise to keep the two discourses analytically distinct in order to
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enhance our understanding of both phenomena and of the
interconnections between them. Collapsing concepts can cause
tremendous intellectual confusion.

Mathews herself demonstrates an understanding of the occasional,
episodic, and diffuse nature of the impact of environmental degradation
on security issues and, therefore, the usually indirect and difficult-to-
decipher relationship between the two, when she states that
“environmental decline occasionally leads directly to conflict, especially
when scarce water resources must be shared. Generally, however, its
impact on nations’ security is felt in the downward pull on economic
performance and, therefore, on political stability.”16 Greater awareness
of the indirect and sporadic nature of this link and greater
discrimination in the use of security rhetoric when dealing with
environmental concerns are, therefore, imperative if one is to maintain
the analytical usefulness of both the concepts of security and
environmental degradation.

It has also become fashionable these days to equate security with
other values that some analysts consider intrinsically more important
than, and morally superior to, the political-military phenomena and
objectives traditionally encompassed by the concept of security. For
example, Ken Booth has argued that security should be equated with
“emancipation.” According to him, “emancipation is the freeing of
people (as individuals and groups) from the physical and human
constraints which stop them carrying out what they would freely choose
to do….Security and emancipation are two sides of the same coin.
Emancipation, not power or order, produces true security.
Emancipation, theoretically, is security.”17

The problem with such semantic jugglery is that by a sleight of
hand it totally obfuscates the meanings of both the concepts of
security and emancipation. Booth’s definition refuses to acknowledge
that a society or group can be emancipated without being secure
and vice versa. The emancipation of Kurds in northern Iraq from
the Iraqi regime or of the Chechen from Russian rule did not
necessarily enhance the security of either population, even though it
may have brought them closer to their cherished goal of independence
or emancipation for which they may have been willing to sacrifice
the security provided to them, in however imperfect a measure, by
the Iraqi or the Russian state. Similarly, the citizens of Damascus
under the repressive rule of the Assad regime may have felt more
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secure in the period from 1975 to 1990 than their emancipated
brethren in Beirut next door, who suffered immensely during the
Lebanese civil war because of the weakness of the Lebanese state
and its inability to provide them with even a minimum degree of
order and, consequently, of security.

As the cases cited above demonstrate, such semantic acrobatics tend
to impose a model of contemporary Western polities—of national states
that have by and large solved their legitimacy problem and possess
representative and responsive governments, which preside over socially
mobile populations that are relatively homogeneous and usually
affluent and free from want—that are far removed from Third World
realities. It may therefore be possible to equate emancipation with
security in Western Europe (although one has grave reservations even
on that score), but it would be extremely farfetched and, indeed,
intellectually disingenuous to do the same in the case of the Third
World, where basic problems of state legitimacy, political order, and
capital accumulation are not only far from being solved but may even
be getting more acute.

This is why to posit emancipation as synonymous with security
and the panacea for all the ills plaguing Third World states can be
the height of naïveté. Emancipation, interpreted as the right of every
ethnic group to self-determination, can turn out to be a recipe for
grave disorder and anarchy as far as most Third World states are
concerned. This would result from a combination of two factors.
First, ethnicity is a fluid and flexible concept and is subject to change
depending on the context in which it operates at any point in time.
Examples ranging from the secession of Bangladesh from the state
of Pakistan to the failure of the state in Somalia bear adequate
testimony to “the dynamic and changing character of contemporary
ethnicity…[which] is in major respects contextual, situational, and
circumstantial.”18 In the former case, Bangladesh seceded from
Pakistan when the majority of its population decided to define their
identity in ethnolinguistic terms as Bengalis rather than in ethno-
religious terms as Indian Muslims, a definition that had led to the
creation of Pakistan in 1947. In the latter case, Somalia, not so long
ago considered to be the only nation-state in Africa, has fallen prey
to interclan warfare that has led to the virtual disintegration of the
state itself, thus exposing the mutable nature of Somalian ethno-
national identity.
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Therefore, to link such a potent ideology as that of self-
determination, which can be considered a major manifestation of
emancipation, to a malleable idea like that of ethnicity and then
legitimize this combination by reference to the principle of human
rights of groups is bound to increase disorder in the Third World
because of the multiethnic character of almost all Third World
countries. Furthermore, the breakup of existing Third World states on
the basis of the emancipation of ethnic groups is bound to increase
rather than reduce ethnic strife and political intolerance because there
are no pure ethnic homelands existing in the world today. As the
example of the former Yugoslavia has demonstrated, minorities in
ministates, which are dominated by one particular ethnic group that
arrogates to itself the right to define the national identity of such a
state, can be expected to receive much more brutal treatment—ranging
from perpetual oppression to ethnic cleansing—than is the case with
ethnic minorities in most Third World states that exist within their
colonially determined boundaries.

In the context of the Third World (which means the large majority
of states), where the legitimacy of states and regimes is constantly
challenged and where demands for economic redistribution and
political participation perennially outrun state capacities and create
major overloads on political systems, the concept of security should
not be confused with that of emancipation, as Booth tends to argue.
In such a context an explicitly state-centric definition of security is
likely to provide an analytical tool of tremendous value that should
not be sacrificed at the altar of Utopian thinking, even if Booth would
prefer to call it “Utopian realism.”19

IV

Bearing the above—mentioned problems of too restrictive and too
inclusive definitions in mind, and remaining sensitive to the nexus
between domestic and external threats faced by Third World states, I
would like to put forward a definition of security that I believe depicts
the multifaceted nature of the concept, integrates these various facets
into a conceptual whole, and does so while retaining its analytical
utility by avoiding the pitfalls of undue elasticity.

To begin with, this definition of security, as I have stated earlier,
purports to be state-centric in character, thus emphasizing both the
primarily political connotation of the term and the major enterprise
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in which the large majority of countries in the international system
are currently engaged, namely, state building. My definition of the
political realm is based above all on the acceptance of David Easton’s
logic that “however diffuse political science may appear to be, there
can be no doubt that ‘political’ refers to a separable dimension of
human activity.” Further, he explains that “political life concerns all
those varieties of activity that influence significantly the kind of
authoritative policy adopted for a society and the way it is put into
practice.” In other words, “the political” refers to that arena of human
activity that is concerned with “the authoritative allocation of values
for a society.”20

Because it is the state that is (or, where it is not, is supposed to be)
engaged in the authoritative allocation of social values within
territorially defined political and administrative entities, it becomes
the primary referent of security in my definition.21 Expanded definitions
of the political, like elastic definitions of security, do not help in
clarifying the security problematic; they tend to obfuscate issues,
confuse the discussion about security, and end up by de-defining rather
than redefining the concept.

This emphasis on the primacy of the political realm in the definition
of security, however, does not mean that the political realm can be,
or should be, totally insulated from other realms of human and
societal activity when it comes to dealing with or analyzing security
issues. It means that while retaining its primacy in the definition of
security the political realm must be informed by these other arenas
of human activity. Yet, the influence of the other realms on matters
that pertain to, or have a bearing on, security must be filtered and
mediated through the political arena and must be directly relevant
to that realm. In other words, when developments in other realms,
ranging from the economic to the ecological, threaten to have
immediate political consequences, or are perceived as having the
potential to threaten state boundaries, political institutions, or
governing regimes, then these other variables have to be taken into
account as a part of a state’s security calculus. Short of that, the
political and security realm must maintain its distinctiveness from
other realms. Phenomena like economic deprivation and
environmental degradation should be analyzed as events, occurrences,
and variables that may be linked to, but are essentially distinct from,
the arena of security as defined here.
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The definition of security advocated here is therefore explicitly
political in character. So defined, the concept of security must be
used in the relatively restricted sense of applying to the security of
the state—both in terms of its territory and its institutions—and of
those who profess to represent the state territorially and
institutionally. In other words, security or insecurity is defined in
relation to vulnerabilities, both internal and external, that threaten
to, or have the potential to, bring down or significantly weaken state
structures, both territorial and institutional, and regimes. According
to this definition, the more a state and/or regime—and often it is
very difficult to disentangle issues of state security from those of
regime security in the Third World where most states in the system
are located—fall(s) toward the invulnerable end of the vulnerable-
invulnerable continuum the more secure it/they will be. Other types
of vulnerability, whether economic or ecological, become integral
components of our definition of security only if they become acute
enough to take on overtly political dimensions and threaten state
boundaries, state institutions, or regime survival. In other words,
debt burdens, rain-forest decimation, or even famine do not become
part of the security calculus for our purposes unless they threaten to
have political outcomes—as they may in certain instances—that either
affect the survivability of state boundaries, state institutions, or
governing elites or dramatically weaken the capacity of states and
regimes to act effectively in the realm of politics, both domestic and
international.

The measurement of a state’s or regime’s location on the vulnerable-
invulnerable continuum must not be limited to its capacity merely to
repress challengers and opponents by force. Its position on this
continuum is likely to be determined as much, and probably more, by
its possession of what Edward Azar and Chung-in Moon have termed
“security software”—legitimacy, integration or societal cohesion, and
policy capacity—as by security hardware, the means of coercion that
states attempt to monopolize in their hands.22 This is why a state like
Denmark is, according to my definition, more secure than a state like
India, despite the possession by the latter of much greater coercive
capacity when compared to the former. Furthermore, the introduction
of variables such as legitimacy and policy capacity in the measurement
of security also denotes the fact that predatory authoritarian regimes,
for example, the Mobutu regime in Zaire, that are unconcerned about
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the rights and conditions of their citizens, whether as individuals or
groups, are usually far more insecure than those, such as the elected
government in India, that try to accommodate societal demands
regarding individual and group rights, even if they are less than
completely successful in this regard.

In this sense, Azar and Moon’s attempt to introduce software into
the security calculus of Third World states, in addition to the traditional
variables of threats and capabilities, is a commendable one.
Furthermore, their operationalization of the concept of security
software primarily in terms of political variables both adds to the
richness of the definition of security as well as clearly delimits the
scope of the term, thus making it intellectually manageable and
analytically useful.

There has been a spate of writings recently that warn that
environmental degradation, resource scarcity, and the skewed
distribution of available resources are likely to lead to conflict in the
Third World.23 It needs to be pointed out, however, that the more
incisive among the authors writing on this subject recognize that
these variables will have to be mediated by, and filtered through, the
political realm before they can be translated into threats to the security
of states and regimes. For example, Thomas Homer-Dixon, a leading
analyst in this field, has clearly emphasized “the perceived legitimacy
of the regime,” “the role of politics in shaping a society’s response
to social stress,” and “the nature and rate of change of power relations
among states” as crucial intervening variables that mediate the
relationship between environmental degradation and conflict within
and among states.24 All of these variables are eminently political in
character.

V

The overriding importance of the state—both as a territorial unit and
as an institutional complex—to the political, and therefore security,
realm in the case of the large majority of countries is justified in the
context of the historical juncture at which most members of the
international system (that is, the large majority that is located in the
Third World) currently find themselves. At this juncture their primary
goal is the construction of credible and legitimate political apparatuses
with the capacity to provide order—in many respects, the foremost
social value—within the territories under their juridical control.25
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This is the quintessential definition of the term state building.
The fundamental importance of this enterprise is borne out by the
fact that without the provision of political order by the state every
other form of security is likely to remain elusive or, at best, ephemeral.
Examples ranging from Afghanistan to Somalia and including such
disparate cases as Liberia, Rwanda, Tajikistan, and Bosnia attest to
the veracity of this conclusion. It was this realization, especially in
the context of the civil war in Lebanon, that led a perceptive scholar
of the Middle East to assert: “‘Seek ye the political kingdom first’—
not because it matters more, but because, in the lack of political
order, no normal social development is possible. The state cannot
replace society, but it must protect society. In the lack of political
order, social and individual values are meaningless; they cannot be
realized, nor can they be protected from assault, violence and
chaos.”26

Given the primary importance of state making in the political
lives of a majority of states and the fact that much of the activity
concerned with state making is carried out under the guise of a search
for security, the concept of security becomes fundamental to our
understanding of the political behavior of most states, especially those
inhabiting the Third World. It also means that the security calculus
of most states must take into account domestic as well as external
threats because intrastate conflict is a major, in fact dominant,
component of the state-building enterprise. In the case of a large
majority of states, the domestic dimension of security is far more
important than the external one.27

The importance of the domestic dimension is the result primarily
of the fact that the three major categories of activities subsumed under
the concept of state building are directed primarily inward and affect
state-society relations much more than they affect interstate relations,
although the latter are far from negligible in their impact on the process
of state formation when it is concurrently undertaken by contiguous
and proximate states. The primary ingredients of state making are the
following:
 
1. The expansion and consolidation of the territorial and demographic

domain under a political authority, including the imposition of order
on contested territorial and demographic space (war, including
internal or civil war). In most Third World states fighting internal
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insurgencies and imposing order on peripheral populations have
become the predominant warlike activities of the juridically
recognized state.

2. The maintenance of order in the territory where, and over the
population on whom, such order has been already imposed
(policing).

3. The extraction of resources from the territory and the population
under the control of the state essential to support not only the war-
making and policing activities undertaken by the state but also to
maintain the apparatuses of state necessary to carry on routine
administration, deepen the state’s penetration of society, and serve
symbolic purposes (taxation).28

 
The three broad categories of activities outlined above, however,
depend on the state’s success in monopolizing and concentrating the
means of coercion in its own hands in the territory and among the
population it controls. That is why the accumulation of power becomes
so crucial to the state-making enterprise; the more primitive the stage
of state building, the more primitive and therefore coercive the
strategies employed to accumulate and concentrate power in the hands
of the agents of the state. As Youssef Cohen, Brian Brown, and A.F.
K.Organski demonstrated in a seminal article published in 1981, “the
extent to which an expansion of state power will generate collective
violence depends on the level of state power prior to that
expansion…the lower the initial level of state power, the stronger the
relationship between the rate of state expansion and collective
violence.”29

The early stages of state making therefore involve the almost
inevitable use of violent means by the state as it attempts to extend
and consolidate its control over contested demographic and territorial
space, and counterviolence on the part of those segments of the
population resisting the extension and consolidation of such control.
This is the stuff of which civil wars and secessionist movements are
made, and they pose much greater, and more immediate, threats to
the security of the large majority of states than do external adversaries.
The latter are, however, likely in many cases to take advantage of
internal strife in, or become unwillingly drawn into the internal conflicts
of, neighboring states, thereby turning domestic conflicts into interstate
ones.30 The high incidence of conflict between contiguous states, for
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example, India and Pakistan, Vietnam and Cambodia, Ethiopia and
Somalia, Serbia and Croatia, Armenia and Azerbaijan, can be explained
to a large degree by the fact that these states are simultaneously engaged
in the state-making enterprise, which includes the attempt to extend
their control over territories and populations at the expense of their
neighbors. Such concurrent state—building activity is usually
responsible for bringing such states into conflict with each other and
feeding their perception that their neighbors form the principal source
of threat to their security. It is this phenomenon that underlies the
creation of “security complexes,” to use Barry Buzan’s terminology,31

which dominate the security landscapes of discrete regions in the
international system.

To conclude this part of the discussion, let me reiterate that a
definition of the concept of security with adequate explanatory power
must meet two criteria. First, it must go beyond the traditional realist
definition of security and overcome its external orientation and military
bias. Second, it must remain firmly rooted in the political realm while
being sensitive to variables in other realms of societal activity that
may have an impact on the political arena and that may filter through
into the security calculus of states because of their potential capacity
to influence political outcomes.

VI

Analyses that focus primarily on state making and state and regime
security also are likely to furnish more realistic assessments of
democracy’s chances in postcolonial societies as well as help solve
the dilemma regarding the relevance of the democratic peace theory
to current international realities.32 It should be pointed out that the
democratic peace argument is very different from the assertion that
democracies are less prone to interstate conflict than nondemocratic
states. In fact, Steve Chan has assembled data from I8I6 to I980 that
demonstrate that democracies have been associated with more, not
less, interstate conflict.33 In a study that attempts to correlate regime
types with international conflict between I8I6 and I976, Zeev Maoz
and Nasrin Abdolali conclude that even though democratic states
have never gone to war with one another, they are neither more nor
less prone to conflict than nondemocratic states.34 Moreover, as
Edward Mansfield and Jack Snyder have pointed out,
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Countries do not become mature democracies overnight. They usually
go through a rocky transition, where mass politics mixes with
authoritarian elite politics in a volatile way. Statistical evidence covering
the past two centuries shows that in this transitional phase of
democratization, countries become more aggressive and war-prone, not
less, and they do fight wars with democratic states. In fact, formerly
authoritarian states where democratic participation is on the rise are
more likely to fight wars than are stable democracies or autocracies.35

 
In light of this data, one wonders whether the latest wave of
democratization in the Third World will make democratizing states
more pacific or war-prone. Specifically, it raises the question of whether
rival countries such as India and Pakistan, as democracies, will desist
from warring with each other. Again, even if India and Pakistan do
not go to war with each other, can this be attributed to the democratic
nature of their regimes or to other factors, like their all-but-
acknowledged possession of nuclear weapons? These questions and
the corresponding doubts about the role of democracy raise the
fundamental issue of whether democracy is the independent variable
when it comes to determining the warlike character of states.
Alternatively, one can argue that democracy, especially mature
democracy, is a dependent variable itself, and its presence or absence
is determined by factors that may also have more to do with
determining whether a state is conflict-prone and to what degree.

Looking at the political realities in the Third World, especially at
the early stage of state building at which most Third World countries
find themselves, and comparing this situation with the relatively
advanced stage of state making in the industrialized world, one can
conclude that states can afford the luxury of stable, liberal democratic
governance only if they are territorially and politically satiated, that
is, finished with the process of state building: having concentrated
coercive capacity in the hands of the agents of the state and achieved
unconditional legitimacy for state boundaries, state institutions, and
governing regimes; being socially and politically cohesive; and having
reached a high level of industrialization, and, therefore, of affluence
that is distributed relatively evenly. They can do so because only
marginal differences remain in the population on the fundamental
issues of political and economic organization of the society, and on
the basic identity of the state. Furthermore, societal demands no longer
threaten the integrity or the viability of the state. The absence of major
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differences on fundamental issues explains why “political struggles in
a democracy do not need to degenerate into an all-or-nothing fight for
the control of the state; prosperity and the enjoyment of economic
and political rights do not depend on a life—and—death conflict over
which group controls the government.”36

The historical evolution of the industrialized democracies also
explains the absence of conflict among them. These states have
completed their process of state making over three hundred to four
hundred years and are territorially satiated in relation to one another.
They do not have residual state—making claims outstanding against
each other.37 Also, they have too much at stake in the global capital—
ist economy to go to war with each other, thereby upsetting the global
economic apple cart. The nuclear factor, which has ruled out war in
the global strategic heartland where most industrial democracies are
located, provides further explanation for their pacific behavior
toward each other and toward the members of the erstwhile Warsaw
Pact.

The comparison with the industrialized democracies raises the
question of whether these variables can come together in the same
mix for most Third World countries so that they can also become
stable democracies and maintain pacific relations with each other. Even
if some or many Third World states have formally instituted or are
likely to institute democratic forms of government, this is unlikely to
signal that their state-making processes are complete, nor will it
necessarily reduce their vulnerabilities to the extent that they can be
considered internally stable and externally pacific. They may be
democracies in the formal sense of the term, but they will be neither
satiated nor stable democracies and will therefore be far from reaching
the goal of democratic maturity.

Territorial satiation, societal cohesion, and political stability—all
part of successful state making—have determined the generally pacific
nature of the industrial democracies’ relations with each other. In
Western Europe and North America liberal democracy is a function
of these factors, when they are present in the right combination, not
their cause. As long as Third World states are not able to achieve these
three goals, their formally established democratic institutions will
continue to be vulnerable to internal challenges, and the gains of
democratization could be reversed. This is why it is wise to heed Robert
Rothstein’s warning: “It is a mistake to jump too easily from the
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observation that democracies do not fight each other to the notion
that a world of mostly democracies (many of them weak and potentially
unstable) will necessarily be more peaceful, either internally or
internationally.”38

The adoption of a state-centric definition of security that is
intimately tied to the understanding of the process of state making is
therefore likely to provide us with valuable clues to sorting out the
puzzle about the pacific nature of democratic societies in relation to
each other, and the real reasons behind what has come to be known as
democratic peace. It would also set the debate regarding the relevance
of the democratic peace theory in proper historical perspective by
bringing in the data for Third World states that happen to be at a
stage of state making at which most industrial democracies were in
the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries. It would enrich the traditional
realist model by going within the black box called the state and
examining evolutionary and historical processes that determine state
behavior in major ways. This, I believe, will be a major contribution
to the field of international security studies.

VII

One of the main reasons why the study of security has become tied
to the traditional realist billiard—ball model is that during the past
four or five decades it has been widely viewed as an appendage of
strategic studies, which by definition has been concerned almost
exclusively with analyzing the balance of forces (not even the balance
of power, in the broad sense of the term) between and among the
major powers. Furthermore, as a result of the strategic culture that
evolved during the Cold War era, strategic studies has become
primarily a policy—prescribing enterprise, and it continues to suffer
from that hangover even after the end of superpower rivalry. For
strategic thinkers, therefore, the analysis of security cannot be de-
linked from the interests of their great power patrons and their own
interest in catering to the needs and demands of policy makers in the
major capitals of the world.

This relationship between security and strategic studies has been
summed up very well by Barry Buzan, who has argued convincingly
that a major reason
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for the conceptual underdevelopment of security can be found in the
nature of Strategic Studies…[which] is for the most part an offspring of
Anglo-American, and more broadly Western, defense policy needs….
Its attachment to security is heavily conditioned by the status quo
orientations of hegemonic countries safely removed from the pressure
of large attached neighbours. Strategic Studies is policy oriented, and
therefore both empirically bound and constrained not to wander much
beyond the imperatives of the national policy level.39

 
This policy orientation led during the Cold War years to the neglect
of the study of the fundamental causes and the autonomous dynamics
of conflict and security in the Third World, where the majority of
states are located. Third World states figured in the arena of strategic
studies primarily as pawns to be used in the global great game of
superpower competition. Their analysis was undertaken largely from
the perspective of global rivalry and, consequently, the roots of
conflict, and therefore of security, in the Third World, were traced
to the global machinations of the rival superpower rather than to
the causes of conflict that inhere in the Third World, but which both
the superpowers were equally willing to manipulate for their own
ends.

This situation has, however, done a great disservice to the study of
security as an academic enterprise, which, like the study of the
overarching discipline of International Relations, as Hedley Bull has
pointed out, “is an intellectual activity and not a practical one.”
Therefore, as Bull continues, “the search for conclusions that can be
presented as ‘solutions’ or ‘practical advice’ is a corrupting element in
the contemporary study of world politics…. Such conclusions are
advanced less because there is any solid basis for them than because
there is a demand for them which it is profitable to satisfy.”40 Bull’s
admonition applies with particular force to the study of security, which
needs to be rescued from its unholy matrimony with strategic studies.
It should once again be situated squarely within the mainstream of
the discipline of International Relations and de-linked from the policy
science that is strategic studies.

The study of security as an analytical enterprise must also be clearly
distinguished from the ideology of the national security state and the
pejorative connotations that accompany it. This can be done, once
again, if one is able to restore the study of security to the realm of
analysis and rescue it from its perceived connection with policy
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prescription and policy advice that had dogged it during the Cold War
era because of its link with strategic studies. The national security
state will then become a legitimate object of analysis by scholars
interested in the study of security without their necessarily being
perceived as apologists for such a political formation.

At the same time, it should be recognized, by those critics of the
concept who consider it to be too narrow and who would like it to
be broadened to encompass a very diverse set of human activities,
that the concept of security is not designed to explain the entire
human reality. It is but a conceptual tool that has the potential, if
utilized with adequate discrimination and scholarly restraint, to
explain an important part of that reality pertaining to the political
domain. In other words, the concept of security must not be
broadened to such a degree that it loses all analytical usefulness.
While it is essential to move beyond an exclusively ethnocentric
Western definition of security to include domestic and nonmilitary
dimensions, especially issues of intrastate conflict and political
legitimacy, in the construction of security paradigms, one should
not, as I have stated earlier, run away with the concept to make it all
things to all people. Scholars are not supposed to be in the business
of expanding the constituency for security, although they must
recognize that there are important constituencies that may be
interested in just such an expansion; our only obligation is to sharpen
the concept as an analytical tool so that it may help provide some of
the answers, or at least help ask some of the right questions, in our
study of the political realm. Intellectual modesty can in this case
turn out to be the beginning of wisdom.

VIII

Finally, I would like to point out that my emphasis on the state as the
linchpin of the political realm and my consequent preoccupation with
the process of state making as the primary variable and the defining
element within the security problematic of states comes from my two-
decades-long study of the politics and international relations of the
Third World. Like the Third World that I analyze, I do not find myself
in a position to advocate the supersession of the state by suprastate or
substate structures or entities for either moral or practical reasons. As
long as the international system continues to be primarily a system of
states, and state interests continue to be the primary motivation for
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international interactions, Third World polities cannot afford to
relinquish their search for effective statehood.

Effective statehood is essential not only to provide domestic order
but also to allow Third World societies to resist, even if imperfectly
and to a limited degree, domination by the powerful, industrialized,
established members of the international system and to prevent them
from permanently remaining secondary actors in that system. Effective
statehood—defined as a balanced combination of coercive capacity,
infrastructural power,41 and unconditional legitimacy42—is the only
path to attaining full membership in the international system in more
than just a legal sense. As the earlier European experience has clearly
demonstrated, however, the road to effective statehood is strewn with
violence and unavoidable internal conflict.43

In the case of the Third World the situation has been immensely
complicated by the workings and the norms of an international system
over which Third World states have little or no control. In fact, certain
trends—ranging from political and economic conditionalities
attached to foreign aid, to humanitarian intervention—that have
become increasingly visible during the past few years lead one to
believe that the process of state formation in the Third World has
become, and will continue to be, subjected to greater external
intrusion, following the removal of restraints imposed by the Cold
War on major powers and international institutions.44 This has made,
and will continue to make, the transition from juridical to effective
statehood far more difficult than was the case when the states of
Western Europe were at a corresponding stage in their state-making
processes.45

To expect Third World states, which form the large majority of the
membership of the international system, to sacrifice their search for
adequate stateness at the altar of emancipation (whether of ethnic
groups or individuals) or global governance (whatever that may mean)
is neither practical nor unambiguously moral, especially as globalist
conceptions of world order, fashioned largely in the West, do not seem
to come anywhere close to corresponding to international political or
economic realities even after the end of the Cold War.46

One can, in fact, go to the extent of arguing that globalist and
emancipatory conceptions of world order share the same neocolonial
bias from which much of the realist literature has traditionally suffered.
The neocolonial domination of International Relations discourse, and
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therefore the discourse on security, is demonstrated by the popularity
both of conventional wisdom (realism, neorealism) and of its critical
alternatives in the literature on the subject. Neither of these adequately
describes the political reality in the Third World. This applies with
particular force to their contribution (or lack of it) toward the
understanding of the security problematic of the large majority of
states inhabiting the international system. Only the adoption of a
perspective that is both securely grounded in the political realm as
defined above and is informed by the political realities that dominate
the lives of the large majority of states, even if they are weak and
peripheral in Western perceptions, can correct this glaring deficiency
in International Relations literature, especially in the field of security
studies.

IX

As I have stated at the beginning of the chapter, I have termed such
a perspective subaltern realism, a combination that denotes its
primarily political and statecentric character, on the one hand, and
its sensitivity for the concerns of the large majority of states—the
less powerful and, therefore, of “inferior rank,” to quote the
dictionary definition of subaltern—on the other. The term subaltern,
Gramscian in its inspiration, is borrowed from the subaltern school
of history, composed primarily of historians of India, which is engaged
in studying the role of the less powerful elements—peasants, artisans,
and so on—within societies, elements that form a majority within
their societies but whose histories are ignored by elitist historiography
of the traditional kind that tends to focus on the activities of the
powerful.47

Third World states form the quintessentially subaltern element
within the society of states, given their relative powerlessness and the
fact that they constitute a large majority in international society. The
traditional realist literature in International Relations, echoing elitist
historiography, tends to ignore the concerns of these states and the
problems that they face. Because of the ubiquitous nature of the
problems of security in the international system and the neglect of the
fundamental issues that have an impact on the security of the large
majority of states in the study of International Relations, a good way
to begin applying the subaltern realist perspective to the discipline of
International Relations is to begin with the field of security studies.
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Such an approach, while broadening and deepening the realist
understanding of international politics, can at the same time act as a
bulwark against the fashionable excesses of undue elasticity, which in
their mistaken zeal for redefining the concept of security and the
meaning of the political threaten to de-define two of the most important
concepts in International Relations, indeed, in all of political science.
This chapter is but a preliminary attempt to introduce the community
of scholars to such a perspective and to its applicability to the study of
security in the hope that it will stimulate further thinking and writing
on the subject.
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Discourses of War:

Security and the Case of Yugoslavia

 
BEVERLY CRAWFORD AND RONNIE D.LIPSCHUTZ

INTRODUCTION

The agonizing war in the former Yugoslavia, the interminable parlays
about what to do, the innumerable threats made and peace plans
offered, retracted, and made again have all served to highlight the
process by which Western decision-making elites have tried to redefine
their own, and their countries’, security in the post—Cold War world.
To the question, “What is to be done in Bosnia?” they have answered,
“Almost nothing.” To the question, “Why?” they have answered,
“Because it does not threaten us.” And, so, almost nothing has
happened. In this chapter, we argue that this policy response is directly
related to conceptions of security and threats that have structured the
debate on the causes of the war as well as its potential consequences.
In turn, widespread acceptance of the dominant view of those causes
has justified a policy of relative inaction, in the process virtually
precluding future actions designed to prevent such carnage from
becoming an accepted feature of global politics.

The literature on the war in the former Yugoslavia grows daily, in
both quantity and quality. Much of it attempts to solve the puzzle of
violence and bloodletting, unleashed with the complicity of Europe,
the United States, the European Community, and Russia in what most
people agree was once a vibrant multiethnic society. Few analyses,
however, have explored the connection between widely accepted causal

6
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claims regarding the war and the policies pursued by the dominant
powers. Nor have they examined how dominant explanations for the
war serve to vindicate prevailing conceptions of specific security
requirements. Such analysis is required to improve the level of debate,
the effectiveness of policy, and our understanding of security in the
post-Cold War world.

In this chapter we explore those connections at two levels. In the
first part of the chapter, we examine the ways in which elite decision
and opinion makers constructed an inter subjective understanding of
the causes of war in the former Yugoslavia when the fighting broke
out, relying on competing discourses of war. That story is essentially a
chronological one. It shows how political forces in the West, rather
than “objective” events on and beyond the battlefield, worked to
undermine the initial interpretation of the conflict and replace it with
an alternative one that required little or no active intervention. We
make no claim here that the prevailing explanation is wrong in any
positive sense. But we do argue that it is based on a state-centric
conception of Western security, not on a conception of state security
in the region or on a preference for the security of individuals in what
was once Yugoslavia. Given the assumptions on which the
interpretation is built, the prevailing explanation posits a narrow range
of causal factors that might link Balkan violence to the security of
Western European states and other states in the region. The
conventional security assumption underlying all these causal claims is
that peace is divisible in the post—Cold War world, and the causes of
war in the former Yugoslavia will not lead to a widening of the conflict
in ways that would impinge on the security of Western states. Therefore,
not much needs to be done. Bolstered by a belief that Serbian
aggression, compounded by centuries of hatred, was responsible for
the initiation and continuation of the war, the policy response has
become: “Nothing can be done.”

In the second part of the chapter, we challenge two of the prevailing
assumptions that undergird the dominant explanation for the causes
of this war: that of centuries—old hatreds and the assumption about
divisible peace. Historical evidence shows that ethnic animosities in
the region are relatively new. We interrogate the concept of divisible
peace by shifting the analytic focus from Western states to individuals
in the region. This shift in focus opens the way for an alternative
explanation of the causes of war. We present one possible
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alternative—that the institutions of the federal Yugoslav state played
a double—edged role in the evolution of the conflict: they nourished
regional and ethnic identities and even resentments, but they initially
created working relationships among the ethnically defined regions
and removed the potential sources of collective violence. The
weakening of those federal institutions increased the insecurity of
individuals whom they protected. Policy implications that flow from
this critique of the prevailing claims focus on more, not less,
intervention to restructure state institutions in areas threatened with
similar conflicts in ways that might lead to peace and more security
for individuals.

THREATS, SECURITY, AND WAR

What does the term security mean? The answer quite clearly depends
on the object to which the condition refers. In the case of a state, to be
secure is conventionally thought to refer to threats that originate from
outside of the border of the state and, if fulfilled, could undermine the
stability and integrity of the state. Yet it is clear on reflection that such
threats can also originate from within the borders of the state, in the
form of deliberate subversion or even the destabilizing of social
arrangements as a result of the dissemination of new ideas, practices,
and technologies. How the leaders of a state define security consequently
relies a great deal on how those leaders conceptualize the state and its
place in the world, and how they explain processes inside and outside
the state that might conceivably undermine the state.1

How, then, might a war in a faraway place impact the integrity and
stability of states outside of that place? There are several possibilities,
and each provides a somewhat different vision of the state, its political
and social constitution, and its internal coherence. One possible impact
is enshrined in the venerable domino theory, which posits the spillover
of war across borders as an almost automatic process. The Former
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (FYROM) has at times been
suggested as the potential flash point of a Third Balkan War that could
expand to engulf not only the former Yugoslav republics but also
Rumania, Bulgaria, Greece, Albania, and Hungary, eventually perhaps
drawing in Western Europe, Russia, and the United States. The model
for this causal process is, of course, World War I. The response is
clear: stop the war before it gets out of hand, even if that means active
intervention.
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A second possible impact is internal. The chaos and disruption in
the Balkans has displaced millions and will, in all likelihood, displace
millions more, and these millions upon millions will all head toward
more peaceful places. The burden of so many refugees, especially on
societies that are already under serious economic strain, will inevitably
disrupt internal stability, heighten social conflict, and perhaps even
lead to violence. Hence, the threat is one that can be stanched either
by closing borders and turning away from the war, or intervening in
the region. Closing borders is politically much easier than intervention,
and this is the most recent response of the European Union to the
chaos in the Balkans.

Third, there is the possibility that the war is strictly local—a civil
conflict, in effect—and has no spillover or other effects that merit a
military response. To be sure, there is a refugee problem, but this is
one that can be handled through appropriate administrative
procedures. The war is unlikely to spread—no one has very much
interest in the Balkans anymore—and involvement, if necessary, should
proceed through strictly diplomatic means. For the most part, however,
peace is divisible.

A final perspective—one that might be immanent but has yet to
be operationalized in a serious way—assumes the existence of an
“international society of states,” which enjoins state leaderships to
impose a normatively based world order on regions engulfed in
conflict.2 Certainly, there has been much discussion about public
pressure on governments to intervene in various places in order to
stop killing and restore order, but as the UN-American experience in
Somalia, and more recent events in Bosnia, seem to have
demonstrated, such state-led intervention is rife with contradictions.
Not the least of these is that peacekeeping appears inevitably to lead
peacekeepers to favor one side over another, if only for tactical
reasons.3

We will argue later that, in fact, none of these four discourses
provided an explanation of the conflict, but that a discourse of “social
warfare,” prosecuted at the level of individual, family, and civil society,
would be much more accurate. As we shall see, however, this type of
war could not, and cannot, be handled through the existing practices
and institutions of the state system.

Each of these interpretations rests on a certain set of notions about
war and its consequences; each is, under certain specific conditions, a
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plausible outcome, and each demands a different response. But
plausibility—or probability—is not what is at issue here; politics is.
The particular explanation that is advanced by political elites has to
do with their estimation of what is politically possible inside and outside
of their individual countries, and how to make the possible come true,
not what is most likely to happen. Should they be proved wrong in
their estimates, of course, the political cost could be quite high, and
careers could be put on the line (as President Clinton’s frequent changes
of course on the issue suggest). But this is hardly news. What is news—
and of some interest—is how these estimates change from one to
another through the course of a war, with all-too-real effects on those
caught in the middle of the carnage.

PREVAILING IMAGES OF WAR

By I994 the prevailing explanation for the bloodshed in Yugoslavia
could be characterized as Serbian aggression compounded by ancient
hatreds on all sides in the conflict. Conveniently, this explanation
minimized the need for outsiders to become involved, as there is no
way to change such ancient hatreds through diplomatic or other
means. Such an explanation, however, was not the one initially
promulgated during the first six months of the war. More strikingly
perhaps, this explanation evolved not in response to events on the
battlefield but to parlays in conference rooms in Brussels and
Washington, where envoys’ definitions of the conflict became
entwined with their own domestic political agendas. Indeed, the
conventionally accepted interpretation of the war’s causes was
negotiated through a series of meetings in the European Community,
largely driven by Germany’s unwavering pressure to recognize
Croatia as an independent state in the face of signs that this might
lead to catastrophe. Recognition of Croatia demanded a justification,
and the justification for it became Serbian aggression. Curiously,
however, this interpretation was not the original one: when hostilities
began in June 1991, there was a consensus among Western officials
and scholars alike that a civil war was pending, whose cessation
could be negotiated through diplomatic means.

Below, we trace the ways in which the competing discourses of war
emerged in an authoritative fashion at the diplomatic level as a function
of the political context within Europe, and came to blame Serbian
aggression as the central causal factor, with its corollaries of primordial
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hatreds and divisible peace. We then analyze what that particular
constellation of interpretations implied in the European context for
Western definitions of security and formulation of policy.

THE OUTBREAK OF VIOLENCE IN THE FORMER YUGOSLAVIA

In the aftermath of the collapse of the communist regimes in Eastern
Europe in 1989, it appeared to the West that Yugoslavia was also on
the brink of liberalizing its economic and political system. It quickly
became clear, however, that the central issue was not liberalization
at all, but the future of the Yugoslav federation itself.4 In the course
of 1990 and 1991 presidents of the six Yugoslav republics met
repeatedly to discuss that future. In those meetings, Slovenia proved
uncompromising on the issue of independence.5 Throughout the
course of these negotiations—for that is really what they were—
Serbian President Slobodan Milosevic declared that he would not
accept the transformation of Yugoslavia into a loose association of
sovereign states,6 inasmuch as this would undermine the right of all
Serbs, inside and outside of the Serbian Republic, to live in a single
state. Tensions mounted as the ultranationalist Croatian Democratic
Union (HDZ) party won the 1990 elections in Croatia, and they
were further exacerbated as the new president, Franjo Tudjman,
explicitly identified the Croatian state with the ethnic Croatian
“nation,” in spite of the large number of Serbs living within the
state.

Meanwhile, during this period of escalating tension in Yugoslavia,
U.S. and European leaders basked in the belief that the Cold War’s
end and the demise of Communism had ushered in a new era of peace
in Europe; more specifically, they were preoccupied with the West’s
first post—Cold War military confrontation in the Persian Gulf. As a
result, they paid scant attention to developments in the Balkans. By
January 1991, however, political elites in the European Community
(EC) could no longer ignore the fragmentation of established states
on their borders. Soviet troops were putting down demonstrations for
independence in Latvia and Lithuania; by March, referenda in
Lithuania, Estonia, and Latvia showed over-whelming support for
independence. With much less international attention, these moves
were mirrored in Yugoslavia: the Slovenian parliament voted to
invalidate Yugoslav federal law in Slovenia, and the Croatian
parliament asserted its own veto power over federal laws. Slovenia,
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moreover, made no secret of the fact that it was seeking complete and
unconditional independence from Yugoslavia.

Despite early indications that President Tudjman might be willing
to compromise on Croatia’s position with respect to a new Yugoslav
federation, Slovenia’s uncompromising stand on independence had
the effect of pushing Croatia in the same direction, and this pressure
ignited open hostilities between Croats and Serbs. On 6 June 1991,
a gun battle in Borovo Selo, a town in northwestern Croatia, left
twelve Croatian policemen and three ethnic Serbs dead. In response,
the Serb-dominated Yugoslav National Army (JNA) went on alert
and began to call up reserves. Nineteen days later, on 25 June, Croatia
and Slovenia declared their independence. The JNA was mobilized
to prevent the secession of the two states. Both resisted, and fighting
broke out.

WHICH INTERPRETATION?

At this point, the question of how to explain the war arrived at center
stage: was it a civil conflict, in which one or more of the involved
parties was trying to alter the post-World War II borders legally reified
in the Helsinki accords? Was it an international conflict, in which one
state was trying to conquer territory that legitimately belonged to
another, legally independent state? Was it a matter of world order,
which required intervention by a coalition of like-minded states? Or
was it an ethnic conflict, rooted in ancient hatreds that no one could
control but that were unlikely to spread outside of the region? Each
explanation drew on different cultural and political tendencies within
Europe, each implied different policy options to preserve the peace,
and each suggested different conceptions of Western security in a post-
Cold War world.

Defining the conflict as a civil war suggested that political
mediation and negotiation could halt the hostilities and keep the
Yugoslav state together. The policy response on the part of the EC
and the United States would be to exert diplomatic pressure on the
constituent republics in order to preserve Yugoslavia’s territorial
integrity in the wake of Communism’s collapse. This view coincided
with the more general Western conceptualization of security
immediately following the East European revolutions of 1989:
postcommunist states were actively participating in Europe-wide
political and security institutions, and the disintegration of those
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states threatened to weaken and discredit those institutions.
Particularly, because most postcommunist states were moving toward
democracy, self-determination through fragmentation would mean
the loss of control over their territories by new democratizing
governments, raising once again the specter of nationalism and
nationalist rivalries in Europe.

The second explanation of the conflict, and one that would take
the European Community down a different path, was to frame it as
an act of Yugoslav-Serbian aggression against a new nation—state
exercising its justifiable claim to independence. With this interpretation,
the policy response would involve recognition of Croatia’s and
Slovenia’s right to self-determination, grant them diplomatic
recognition, and impose sanctions against Serbian aggression. Such a
common Western policy on recognition would effectively
internationalize the dispute, passing it to the United Nations. With
this option, the focus of mediation and conflict resolution would move
from the European Community to the UN and bring in the United
States and NATO. Pursuit of this alternative would thus indicate a
preference for international as opposed to independent regional
practices of mediation and conflict resolution in a new and uncertain
security environment for Western states; as such, this alternative would
indicate continuity in the pursuit of transatlantic political and security
cooperation and recognize the constraints of international law on
external intervention.

The third interpretation, based on an international society concept,
would justify intervention not only for humanitarian reasons but
also in order to establish a political framework that would bring the
post-Yugoslav republics into line with the global trend toward liberal
democratic forms of governments. The rationale behind this view is
that democracies do not go to war with each other, and that the
spread of democratic governments contributes to the establishment
of an international union of Kantian “republics.”7 Ideally, such
intervention would take place under the combined auspices of the
European Community (financing), the Organization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (negotiating), and the United Nations
(peacekeeping), along the lines of the UN’S reconstruction efforts in
Cambodia.

The fourth interpretation, attributing war to primordialism and
ancient hatreds, represented an effort to “read the Balkans out of
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history” and turn it into a place with no relevance to Europe’s future.
This explanation harkened back to the beginning of the twentieth
century, the first two Balkan Wars, and the triggering of World War I
in Sarajevo—events that were generally agreed to be outside of the
realm of possibility (except for those favoring the ethnic domino theory,
who were, in any event, mostly Americans). More to the point, because
it was widely held that most of Europe had long since passed the stage
of ethnic hatred, the Balkans could be regarded as a place sufficiently
removed to be of little or no importance to Europe proper and therefore
meriting little, if any, outside involvement. Obviously, such a view
provides a curious reading of European geography, but there is ample
historical precedent for regarding the Balkans as a backward and
largely irrelevant place.

Within Western Europe, there was initially widespread consensual
agreement on the first explanation. François Mitterrand and John
Major argued that “the territorial integrity of a single Yugoslavia must
take precedence…over the aims of Croatian and Slovenian
nationalists.” In February 1991, Helmut Kohl wrote to the prime
minister of the Yugoslav Federation, Ante Markovic, that the “unity
of the country and the ability of its peoples to live together could only
be assured through a peaceful dialogue based on the principles of
democracy, respect for human rights, and the rights of minorities.”8

The European Community initially agreed on the first interpretation
of the conflict, regarding it as a civil war. The EC took the position
that the Yugoslav state should be held together, but that a looser
federation, retaining the same name, should be negotiated among the
six republics. To this end, the EC would take the lead in mediating the
conflict.

The substantive argument made on behalf of the second explanation
of the war was that the right of self-determination had historically
implied the creation of local and responsive government as a counter
to totalitarian domination and control. Indeed, this right of self-
determination of the East German people was precisely the argument
used by Kohl in both internal debates over German unification and in
the two—plus—four negotiations that brought external recognition
of a unified Germany.9 This particular argument was not initially
popular in either Washington or Brussels; eventually, however, it would
come to take on an aura of truth as a result of German political
pressure.
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The third argument held, and continues to hold, widespread appeal,
especially among some sectors of Western publics. Scenes of violence
and bloodshed from various zones of chaos around the world,
broadcast over the Cable News Network, generated pressures on
Western leaders to do something. President George Bush’s decision in
December 1992 to send troops into Somalia for humanitarian purposes
and to restore the state was a model for such a “republican”
commitment to order. Revelations of concentration-camp conditions
in Bosnian Serb prisoner—of—war camps, and seemingly
indiscriminate killings in Sarajevo, had similar effects. Yet as soon as
it became clear that the combatants would not lay down their arms
and welcome the arriving troops in a peaceful fashion, the costs of
imposing peace proved politically unsustainable. The difficulties
associated with the intervention in Somalia pretty much put paid to
similar efforts in the future.

The fourth argument had no currency when war first broke out in
Yugoslavia. It was only after the failure of various initiatives, such as
the Vance-Owen partition plan, that some observers began to regard
the situation as hopeless. This was the basis for Warren Christopher’s
gloomy view and for President Clinton’s reluctance to commit U.S.
troops to peacekeeping efforts in Bosnia. It was also, in essence, the
basis for the solution offered by realists such as John Mearsheimer,
who argued that Serbs, Croats, Bosnian Muslims, and the other ethnic
groups would never get along, and that it was better that they be
separated, armed, and allowed to keep the peace through a Balkan-
wide balance of power.10

Why was the civil-war interpretation and policy response initially
chosen? Two explanations can be offered. First, it could be argued
that the EC foreign ministers wished to use the conflict as an
opportunity to build a common European foreign and security policy,
given that Yugoslavia was viewed as part of Europe, and in view of
the impending Single Market, the European Community was
attempting to strengthen its regional security institutions. Second,
within the EC itself, a number of separatist movements had called on
the principle of self-determination to justify their own claims for
varying degrees of autonomy. Consequently, granting recognition—
particularly of Croatia as a constituent republic of a multiethnic federal
state—on the basis of self-determination was a sensitive issue for the
constituent states of the EC. In advertisements in the New York Times
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as well as other venues, Catalonia was asserting its independence “as
a country in Europe.” Indeed, in early meetings of the European
Council of Ministers, opposition to the right of self-determination
was voiced most vociferously by the foreign minister of Spain. France
and Belgium were facing similar problems with regions that had pressed
for more independence. Further, it was widely believed that recognizing
the right of self-determination without securing the protection of
minority rights was imprudent and unjustifiable. Finally, the granting
of collective rights and autonomy to any minority group ran counter
to the dominant liberal principle protecting individual rights enshrined
in EC law.11

During the following six months, Western states pursued policies
in line with the civil-war interpretation of the conflict. Publicly, EC
officials insisted that the principles of the Conference on Security and
Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) with regard to borders, minority rights,
and political pluralism would guide its approach toward resolution of
the conflict, and the issue of aggression was not raised. The European
Community insisted that Croatia and Slovenia suspend for three
months any further steps toward independence in order to allow a
negotiated revision of the 1974 Yugoslav constitution, and it threatened
to withdraw $I billion in aid to the federation unless a peaceful
resolution of the crisis were negotiated.

In Germany, however, forces were at work to alter the EC’S course
by changing the dominant explanation for the war. The German press
and, in particular, the influential Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung
(FAZ), considered to be the German newspaper of record, began to
propagate new images of the parties to the Yugoslav conflict. Croatia
was portrayed as committed to European values, while Serbs were
caricatured as being hardly European at all. The FAZ editorialized
that the people of Croatia and Slovenia had voted democratically to
secede and were being prevented from doing so by the violent response
of Serbia’s Communist government. After the revolutions of 1989 for
self-determination and freedom from communist rule, one editorial
questioned how democratic peoples could possibly continue to support
centralized communist regimes.12 The campaign proved influential:
one by one, the leaders of the German political parties voiced their
agreement with this view, with growing pressure on Kohl and Foreign
Minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher to adopt this view and change EC
policy.
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Toward the end of August and the beginning of September 1991,
events in the Soviet Union also began to undercut one of the principal
reasons for the EC’S interpretation of the conflict as a civil war and its
insistence on continued recognition of federal Yugoslavia. In the wake
of the August coup attempt, the republics of the Soviet Union began
to declare their independence, a course to which virtually no one in
the West voiced any objection. The EC, following the principle of self-
determination, began to recognize the independence of these republics,
and with this, its rationale for not recognizing the independence of
Croatia and Slovenia began to weaken. The significance of this process
was not lost on the leaders of the Yugoslav republics, especially
Croatia’s President Tudjman.

On 2, September 1991, the New York Times reported that Croatian
officials thought that their drive for European support was boosted
by the collapse of the Soviet coup, the willingness of the republics to
defect from the Soviet Union, and West European recognition of the
right to independence of the Baltic republics. The report further
suggested that Tudjman was trying to convince Croatian radicals that
they could portray themselves as the victims of Serbian aggression
and thus gain the support of both Europe and the United States. Serbian
victory in the field, he argued, might be translated into defeat at the
negotiating table.13

Throughout the next three months, cease—fires between Croatia
and the JNA (now representing Serb interests) were repeatedly
negotiated and just as quickly broken. The Yugoslav army attacked
Dubrovnik, on the Dalmatian coast, demanding the city’s surrender
and forcing EC peace monitors to leave the city. The JNA attacked
and held Vukovar, leading Croatian officials to plead with the
International Red Cross for help for the city’s besieged citizens. The
JNA’S planes bombed militia positions on the outskirts of Zagreb.

The Croatians did not appear innocent amidst all of this: Amnesty
International accused both Serbians and Croatians of committing
atrocities against civilians,14 and the Tudjman government’s refusal to
disavow the Croatian fascists who had ruled a puppet state in league
with the Nazis in the 1940s proved disturbing to some European
officials. German Foreign Minister Genscher went so far as to admit
that Tudjman was “no ideal democrat.”15 And while the aims of the
peace conference were attacked by the warring parties themselves,
Germany’s insistence on EC recognition of Croatia weakened the
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process from the inside, too. As long as the Western powers disagreed
among themselves, there was little chance that they could bring pressure
to bear on either Serbian President Milosevic or Croatian President
Tudjman to end the conflict.

By December 1991, the German effort was rewarded with success,
as the EC’S position on the conflict began to shift publicly. Increasingly,
Serbia came to be seen as the aggressor by both European political
elites and the German public at large. German officials began to
announce that the country would grant diplomatic recognition to
Croatia, and Genscher put increasing pressure on the European
Community to change its position. On 2, December 1991, the EC
made this shift official by lifting trade sanctions against all of the
former Yugoslav republics except Serbia and Montenegro. At the same
time, Germany severed all of its transport links with Serbia and the
Yugoslav government.16

Important voices continued to be raised, however, against this
transformation in interpretation and policy. Lord Carrington, the EC’S
chief negotiator at the peace conference, complained to Hans van der
Broek, the Dutch foreign minister who held the EC’S rotating
presidency, that German recognition would destroy the Hague peace
conference. It would prompt Serbia to leave the negotiations and cause
Croatia and Slovenia to lose interest in the proceedings. As if to confirm
Carrington’s concern, Milosevic threatened that recognition of Croatia
would lead the JNA, which already occupied one-third of Croatian
territory, to undertake further military action.17

France, Britain, and the United States made it clear that they would
support recognition only as part of a larger peace settlement,18 and so,
throughout December 1991, the Western powers and the UN tried to
convince Germany not to grant diplomatic recognition to Slovenia
and Croatia. United Nations Secretary—General Javier Perez de
Cuellar officially requested that Germany refrain from recognizing
the two republics “in a selective and uncoordinated manner.” He cited
pleas from Bosnia and Herzegovina that unconditional recognition
might lead to the spread of the conflict into other parts of Yugoslavia.
Indeed, the president of Bosnia visited Genscher in November to plead
against recognition, arguing that it could only lead to a move for
Bosnian independence and thus invite Serbian and Croatian aggression
against Bosnia.

Officials in the Dutch government were clearly convinced that
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the recognition threat would goad Serbia to seize as much territory
as it could and tempt Croatia to provoke skirmishes in the hope of
drawing foreign intervention on its behalf. While Croatian officials
had stated publicly that recognition would intensify attacks, and
although to this point all peace negotiations had been futile, it was
by no means clear that German recognition would intensify the
fighting in the long run.

SHIFTING INTERPRETATIONS: FROM CIVIL WAR TO SERB
AGGRESSION

Nonetheless, Germany did not back down. And with the threat of
unilateral German recognition of the two breakaway republics—a
threat that would destroy efforts to construct a common European
foreign policy—the EC declared a change of its collective interpretation
of the causes of the conflict. This reinterpretation took place at an EC
Council of Ministers meeting on 16 December 1991, during which
the EC declared conditional diplomatic recognition of Croatia and
Slovenia, placing the blame for the conflict on Serbia. Emerging from
that meeting, Douglas Hurd, the British foreign minister, diplomatically
called the outcome “an exceptional compromise”; EC President Hans
van der Broek said that he hoped that the prospect of recognition
would put pressure on Serbia to end hostilities against Croatia.19 Serbia,
of course, assailed the EC decision, warning that it would recognize
the Serb-inhabited regions of Croatia and Bosnia as new, separate
republics,20 and the Serbian media described the new policy as part of
an elaborate German plot to dominate Europe and establish the
“Fourth Reich.”21

On 29 February 1992, voters in Bosnia overwhelmingly supported
independence in a republic-wide referendum. One month later, Bosnia
found itself ravaged by war. On 7 April the EC and the United States
granted Bosnia diplomatic recognition. Unable to stop the process of
disintegration, national self-determination was now the guiding
principle of European Community policy, at least where the Balkans
were concerned. With recognition and a prominent place for the
principle of self-determination, it became the conventional wisdom
that Bosnian Serbs were the aggressors in the new war in Bosnia, that
Serbia had been the aggressor in the war in Croatia, and that it followed
that Serbia was also providing support to Serb forces now fighting in
Bosnia.
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In the recent, normal course of international relations, if aggression
is clearly and consensually defined, there have been attempts to meet
it through collective security measures. Certainly, this was the case
with the Gulf War in 1991. In the Yugoslav case, however, the only
collective security measure taken was a joint and porous embargo
against Serbia and Montenegro. Between the period following the
diplomatic recognition of Croatia and mid–1994, both European and
U.S. leaders demonstrated extreme reluctance to intervene in the crisis
with meaningful collective security measures.

There are two explanations for this reluctance: first, there was
gradually emerging yet another explanation for the violence, based
on “ethnic conflict.” This not only replaced the civil-war account, but
it also served to complicate the Serb-aggression account. Second, there
was a growing consensual belief that peace in Europe was, indeed,
“divisible,” and that the Balkans did not matter much, except as the
source of endless flows of refugees. Below, we analyze each construction
in more detail and offer an alternative construction that points to a
different explanation for the war.

ETHNIC CONFLICT AND DIVISIBLE PEACE

Laying the blame on Serbia for the war in Yugoslavia was complicated
by the popular discussion of ethnic conflict involving century—old
hatreds. Such a characterization has two components: first it assumes
that such hatreds as were evident in the repeated episodes of ethnic
cleansing in Croatia and Bosnia are “natural” and “ancient,” as
modern societies have managed to surmount them. Second, the reason
that these ancient hatreds have emerged now, after I989, is that they
were simply repressed by centralized communist states. With the fall
of Communism, goes the metaphor, the lid was blown off the pot, and
the potent mix of ancient and natural hatreds quickly came to a boil.
Oddly enough, such a characterization was not offered in the early
discussions of the war within the EC. It only emerged gradually,
becoming dominant after the recognition of Croatia. In the United
States, the same argument was first promulgated during the Bush
administration. Bill Clinton dismissed it as incorrect during the
presidential campaign, but subsequently, both he and Secretary of State
Christopher began to invoke “centuries” of “accumulated hatreds,”
with primordial origins, as the administration’s rationale for doing
nothing (especially in light of the debacle in Somalia).
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This view found support among some Western scholars, who argued
that the ethnic hatreds flowing from identity politics are both ancient
and natural, going so far as to cite sociobiological explanations that
“the urge to define and reject ‘the other’ goes back to our remotest
human ancestors, and indeed beyond them to our animal predecessors.”
Balkan elites perpetuated this version of events as well. During World
War II, for example, nationalist scholars in Croatia claimed that the
first documented reference to Croatians could be found in 2,500–year—
old Persian sources, which “proved” links to “Aryans” (who are
themselves Persians).22 According to these same Croatian intellectuals,
moreover, enmity with Serbs dated back for centuries. Not only had
this been used to justify Croatia’s wartime alliance with Nazi Germany,
but it was also the basis for the Ustasha’s killing of hundreds of
thousands of non—Croats. These works were revived during the 1990
election campaign in Croatia, in the process also providing support
for Serbia’s claim that the new Croatia was the same as the fascist
one. But Serbia produced its own form of self-serving nationalist
scholarship in the latter part of the 1980s, too, proclaiming a Serbian
right to “greater Serbia,” including parts of Croatia, Bosnia, and the
Serbian “heartland” in Kosovo, which today is ethnically 90 percent
Albanian.

In point of fact, however, Serb-Croat hostility is not ancient at all.
Rather, it dates only from the Austro-Hungarian period, a result of
political divisions that emerged as the Hapsburg Empire began to decay
from within. Indeed, Yugoslavia was the creation of late-nineteenth—
century nationalism that spread throughout Central Europe. Political
elites in both Serbia and Croatia attempted to build a common state
based on a shared “southern Slav” identity and a common ideology
of humiliation and suffering at the hands of both the Ottoman and
Hapsburg empires.23 As a result, the 1921 constitution of the newly
created state of Yugoslavia was a liberal one, enshrining civil and
political rights for all of its citizens, regardless of ethnic or religious
origin.24

Not all Yugoslavs, however, were happy with this new arrangement;
many Croatian nationalists felt that they had freed themselves from
Hapsburg domination only to be newly saddled with Serbian
hegemony. They mistrusted the new constitution, arguing that it
masked Serbian control over Croatia and that a national Yugoslav
identity could not be created based on a Serbian king, his army, policy,
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and administration, and on the dominance of the Orthodox church.
Indeed, argued such Croats, this “nation” really represented the
submission of a Roman Catholic people on the periphery of civilized
Europe to an inferior, Oriental culture.25 Threats of Croatian secession,
and the fact that large sections of the Croatian population did not
accept the constitutional basis of the Yugoslav state, led to growing
centralization of power in Serbia. This and mounting Croatian
resistance came to dominate the country’s political agenda and
prevented the formation of interethnic political coalitions. Even so,
the conflict was a relatively mild one, and the bloody battles that
created such enmity between Serbs and Croats date only from World
War II, when Nazi Germany encouraged and provoked violent
conflict.26

Nonetheless, in spite of clear historical evidence that the origins of
the conflict between Serbia and Croatia are of recent vintage, the
primordial—hatreds account persists. It is bolstered, as noted earlier,
by the argument that links the emergence of violence now to the fall
of communist states. But this last point goes beyond the simple
boiling—pot metaphor to suggest that more fundamental issues of
identity are at stake. Thus, when the grip of central control is relaxed,
“people reflexively grasp at ethnic or national identifications or what
passes for them.”27 This argument is, however, tautological: because
conflict has now appeared, it must have been repressed in the past by
strong states and powerful empire. The policy implications of this
argument are clear: if ethnic conflict does appear, it appears as a natural
process. Hence, even though the explanation is deterministic, all sides,
whether aggressor or not, bear at least some of the responsibility for
any violence that does occur. The issue of proportionality does not
enter into the discussion because this would suggest choosing sides.
Consequently, intervention on behalf of a victim is neither warranted
nor feasible.

The logic of this argument, in concert with the focus on Western
states as the objects of security, inevitably led to a new and consensual
perception about the requirements for peace in Europe. At the end of
the Cold War, West European elites often invoked Mikhail Gorbachev’s
notion of a common European home as a political goal, and this vision
was reflected in a flurry of activity to enlarge and strengthen
institutions, such as the CSCE, to incorporate newly independent states
into a European framework where divisions between East and West
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did not exist. But as pressures mounted for the diplomatic recognition
of Croatia, EC officials began to change their views, speaking instead
about a divisible peace in Europe. They argued that, in contrast to the
pre—World War I period or 1939, conditions now were such that
crises in the East would not inevitably draw in the West. Western
interests in the East were minimal, and the ethnic conflicts in the
Balkans were being fought over limited aims, none of which involved
the EC nations directly. Certainly, war refugees presented a domestic
political and social problem, but not a security threat.28 Throughout
the EC, this changing perception weakened any residual enthusiasm
for either independent military action or collective security measures
in Yugoslavia. Thus, in spite of periodic public demands for action,
the crisis was transmuted into a foreign-policy issue, external to the
EC and the United States, and not something that impinged on the
security of Western states.

The entire process described here reflects the optimism and
disappointments of the years since 1989. During the Cold War,
because of superpower interests and commitments, there was always
the possibility that a small conflict might grow into a large one,
resulting in nuclear confrontation or world war. Peace was, in other
words, indivisible. This was the discourse that dominated the U.S.
confrontation with Iraq in 1990 and 1991. If, indeed, Saddam
Hussein was, as President Bush claimed, a Hitler, could World War
III be far behind? (One might have claimed, as some did, that Iraq’s
invasion of Kuwait was strictly an Arab affair, not requiring outside
involvement. Indeed, that was the logic behind the localization of
the Balkan wars.)

There was, however, another discourse available: that of civil war.
Technically, the legitimate party in a civil war is usually considered to
be the regime in power; practically, of course, such a distinction is
difficult, and sometimes undesirable, to make. Nonetheless, one
solution in such a situation—beyond defeat or exhaustion, both of
which are now favored—is a compromise between the warring sides
that somehow satisfies both. Civil wars, while potentially explosive,
can be contained, but active intervention by outsiders is required for
this to happen. Intervention involves, moreover, real economic and
political expenditures, domestic as well as international.

Finally, there was a third discourse available that simply wrote
off the regions of conflict as lost to history and the victims of
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primordial blood lusts, thereby dismissing them as irrelevant to the
flow of modern politics. Ancient and primordial forces were at work,
and there was nothing that diplomacy, money, or military power
could do to stop them: if they ran out of bullets, they would use
rifles as clubs, and when the rifles were broken, they would pick up
sticks and stones. Hence, the best strategy would be to walk away
and deny the importance of the war to Europe as a whole. But this
third account of the war in Yugoslavia is not quite so easy to walk
away from. If, indeed, the bloodshed is primordial, or even genetic,
anyone might fall victim to it, even Western Europe. Consequently,
if the tragedy of Yugoslavia were regarded, and treated, as a part of
pre-industrial history, no one would be conceptually safe. Today,
Serbia, Croatia, Bosnia; tomorrow, Wallonia and Flanders; Catalonia
and Spain; Lombardy and Italy. Reading Yugoslavia “out of history”
is, so to speak, a strategy of denial: it cannot happen here. It
represents, in other words, a woefully shortsighted conception of
security.29

AN ALTERNATIVE DISCOURSE: ENTREPRENEURS AND
INSTITUTIONS

It would be irresponsible of us to stop here, without offering our
assessment of the security implications of the Third Balkan War.30

This assessment rests in part on a different framing of the referent
object of security and, indeed, of the significance of the ethnic
fragmentation under way in the former Yugoslavia and elsewhere.
Our argument is not a “discourse” in the sense used above—it is not
authoritative in having been adopted by political elites and offered as
a prescription for action or inaction—but it does, on the one hand,
generalize the implications of the Yugoslav case while, on the other
hand, offer greater precision, we believe, in linking these implications
to European and Western security.

If the origins of the Yugoslav and other ethnic conflicts are seen
not as primordial or natural but, rather, as a consequence of the
intersection of global forces with the domestic politics and histories
of individual countries, it becomes evident that no community is
necessarily immune. Denial is not only potentially self-defeating; it
is also a formula for greater difficulties when such conflicts and crises
can, finally, no longer be ignored. In our schema, the security problem
arises as communities of identity are manipulated into exclusivist
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opposition, with the result that political institutions and states are
torn apart.

Our account does not rest on the collapse of Communism as the
determining factor. While a weakened state or the collapse of a central
control is a permissive condition for the emergence of ethnic identity
in a form that may lead to violent conflict, it does not follow that
such a process is somehow natural. Ethnicity and religion are
politicized through a set of historical processes. In specific historical
periods, society offers raw material for multiple social divisions to
become issues of contention; only some of those social cleavages are
translated into political divisions that turn violent. Thus, despite a
potential for ethnic conflict in Latin America, for example, ethnicity
has, for the most part, remained largely unpoliticized. Instead, social
class historically has provided the main basis for political divisions
there.

We argue that exclusive and oppositional identities are politically
constructed during periods of upheaval by certain members of political
and economic elites, who we can call “political entrepreneurs.” Such
political entrepreneurs practice the politics of identity rather than the
politics of interest. These elites politicize ethnic and sectarian divisions
in order to mobilize political support in their struggle with other elites
for power and wealth.31 If the rhetoric of mobilization that politicizes
these identities is based on claims of superiority, exclusion, and
intolerance, the potential for conflict emerges. When identity politics
are accompanied by claims of collective exclusivity, xenophobia, and
intolerance, they raise the potential for violence against individuals
identified by ascriptive characteristics as part of the excluded group.
By contrast, a politics of interest is quintessentially liberal, as it is
based on the notion that individuals hold multiple and crosscutting
identities and interests. Conflicts of interest can be negotiated,
compromised, and settled peacefully. The identities fostered by political
entrepreneurs, on the other hand, are nonnegotiable so long as the
practices that follow produce generally positive returns to the
practitioners. Thus, identity politics in its most extreme form increases
the odds that political conflicts will escalate into repression and
violence.32

This is not to suggest that the practice of identity politics will
necessarily end in violence. Identity politics often develop in response
to similar practices by other groups because the repression of a
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particular group based on ascriptive identities requires organizing
politically on the basis of those identities, in an effort to secure rights
in the political process. If these reactive groups are convinced that the
political institutions governing them will protect those rights, violence
might be avoided. But if those institutions are weak or simply
nonexistent—and being a reaction, the chances are good that any such
institutions have been undermined—the probability of escalation to
violence is significant.

Below, we will provide in detail an explanation for the collapse of
Yugoslavia into war. The reader might ask, however, why we present
this account as an alternative discourse. Our referent object, or unit
of analysis, is neither state nor tribe because we find neither to be a
particularly useful organizing concept here. The discourses of state-
centered war—and by extension, state security—leads one either to
interstate or civil war, with the implications discussed earlier. The
discourse of tribe-centered war simply places the referent object
outside of history. Our referent object is best understood as society.
In a society-centered war, a society becomes the locus of violence
because the collapse or disappearance of all political institutions
leaves behind only the structures of civil society, among which are
family, religion, and culture. (Hence, it should come as no surprise
that rape, indiscriminate murder of families, and the razing of
churches and mosques are so common in these kinds of wars.) A
society-centered explanation of the wars in Yugoslavia thus rests on
the practice of identity politics under institutional arrangements that
have both fostered those practices and, indeed, encouraged violence
as a means of destroying any and all alternatives. Individuals suffer
and kill each other because they are identified as part of a collective
group.

Two questions follow from this explanation: why do political
entrepreneurs choose to practice the politics of identity rather than
the politics of interest? And under what conditions does the practice
of identity politics lead to violence? What follows is an attempt to
answer these questions in three parts: first, we describe those policies
of the federal Yugoslav state that promoted identity politics by
selectively promoting or retarding the economic development of
ethnically defined republics—that is, the practice of
ethnofederalism;33 second, we examine the process by which
liberalizing groups that had begun to promote civil society and
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interest-based politics within the federation and its republics were
purged at the end of the 1970s, leaving few to resist those later intent
on promoting the identity politics of national exclusiveness when
Communism fell; and finally, we explore how a weakened economy
and weakened set of federal institutions prevented politicians from
distributing material resources in exchange for political support. In
essence, because the political system left Yugoslav society with a
fairly weak civil society, political and economic elites were left with
few alternatives to the politics of identity as a basis for political
mobilization and virtually no institutions to prevent the increasingly
violence-prone politics from engendering the outbreak of war. This
discussion is preliminary and illustrative. Its purpose is not to offer
positive evidence for an argument that challenges the dominant ones
described above. Rather, it is to present the rudiments of an alternative
explanation—in this case, a society-centered institutional one—that,
as we shall suggest, is potentially applicable even to the members of
the European Union and the United States.

THE INSTITUTIONAL CONSTRUCTION OF IDENTITY
POLITICS IN FEDERAL YUGOSLAVIA

Throughout the socialist world, prior to the Soviet demise, communist
ideology reduced the salience of ethnicity as a source of political
identity, replacing it with a more cosmopolitan socialist political
identity. Public debate on ethnic issues as political issues was largely
forbidden. In Marxist regimes, the grievances of particular ethnic
groups had to be articulated in economic and social terms, as these
were the only ones viewed by the state as legitimate.34 Indeed, the
division of the Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia into
ethnic republics was an attempt to transform ethnicity into cultural-
administrative identities and thereby prevent its reemergence as a
dominant political force. But these structures were part of the state
system, and not civil society; hence, they became the eventual objects
of struggle.35

The Yugoslav case is fairly typical. Rather than risk the emergence
of federation-wide political parties that could challenge communist
rule, after World War II Marshal Tito established a decentralized
Yugoslav federation of republics, each one named for the dominant
ethnic group within republican borders drawn to this end. These
republics were never intended to become autonomous bases of power
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for republican politicians; rather, they were meant to serve as pillars
of support for the power and authority of the ruling party.
Paradoxically, this was best accomplished by dividing potential
opposition along regional and ethnic lines.36

This strategy was not, however, purely political; it included an
economic component as well. The distribution of entitlements among
the republics represented an attempt by the federal government to
buy their loyalty to the Yugoslav state. Tito reasoned that ethnic
tensions could be diffused if each republic were given comparable
access to economic and political resources. He thus established an
ambitious program that channeled resources to the republics and
regions according to his judgment of their economic needs and level
of development.

In order to avoid some of the resentments that emerged in the I930s,
the postwar constitution of Yugoslavia implied an unwritten agreement
between Tito and Serbia, through which Serbian dominance in the
state apparatus and in the political structure, so problematic in the
interwar period, would be attenuated. The formula for neutralizing
Serbia was Yugoslav centralism in a federal state, a heavy dependence
on an ideology of “brotherhood and unity,” and the solidarity of
partisans from all the republics that had fought against fascism. But
many Croat nationalists saw the centralized and unitary state as just
another manifestation of Serb dominance.37 And inasmuch as each
republic had already attained a different level of economic
development, ranging from developed to less developed, Tito’s
redistribution program—essentially a form of republican affirmative
action—was inevitably unequal. This inequality gradually gave rise
to tensions that eventually began to erode support for the federal state.
These resentments, which already appeared within the Communist
Party itself as early as the 1960s, were expressed in ethnic rather than
republican terms, as ethnicity had been institutionalized in the
constitution as the basis of political representation within the country
as a whole.

Friction among the republics was intensified by a growing
economic crisis. After the break with the Soviet Union in 1949,
Yugoslavia had no patron to which it could turn for economic
assistance or cheap resources. As the 1950s progressed, the country
found itself increasingly isolated and dependent on the West for aid
and investment, which it never received in quantities adequate for
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its needs. As a result of the oil shocks of the 1970s, Yugoslavia found
itself in an ever more economically perilous position. During that
decade and the 1980s, as a communist state—even one courted by
the West—Yugoslavia received stern treatment at the hands of the
international lending community. As the economy stagnated, the
federal government was forced to give up its program for equalizing
regional development and push instead for a nationwide policy of
industrial development. This penalized those regions that produced
raw materials and commodities and rewarded those that were the
sources of industrial goods and manufactures, a process that
exacerbated already existing tensions between more—and less—
developed regions. Inevitably, of course, such discrimination came
to favor some republics over others and, because ethnicity had been
institutionalized as a form of political representation, it was a small
matter to express resentments in ethnic terms.

Regional allocations of material resources were based on political
criteria as well. Although much of the federal investment fund was
allocated through a system of auctions, where interested enterprises
competed on the basis of interest rates and repayment schedules,
regional politicians jockeyed for investments to bolster their own
regional power base.38 Historical animosities formed an additional
set of political criteria for regional investment. Montenegro, as a
less-developed but Serb-dominated republic, received the most
investment per capita, while Croatia, the second most developed
republic in terms of its ability to maximize output per investment,
barely received its fair share. Clearly, Croatia (as well as Kosovo)
was being punished for its record in World War II; Montenegro,
Slovenia, and Serbia received disproportionate shares, largely because
of the clout of their political elites in the Communist Party of
Yugoslavia.

Thus, in a reversal of Tito’s intentions and hopes, the shrinking
of the economic pie and the growing struggle over resources had the
effect of reinforcing ethnic identities and enhancing the political
power of regional and republican political entrepreneurs. The risks
inherent in these processes were laid bare when the weakness of the
central federal state was revealed: inasmuch as administrative
republics defined ethnically became the new basis of state power,
the patterns of unequal distribution of resources to these
administrative republics ensured a struggle among ethnic groups over
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those resources. Moreover, economic pressures, both internal and
external, dictated that efforts to defuse ethnicity would eventually
fail. On the one hand, resentment was nurtured between republics;
on the other hand, investment programs institutionalized inefficiency
in the interest of inter-republic equity. This further reduced
international competitiveness already severely hampered by the
vagaries of central planning.

WEAKENING REFORMERS AND PURGING LIBERALIZERS

This course of events in effect revived the processes that had politicized
ethnic identity before World War II. Throughout the first twenty years
of the Communist regime, although ethnic identities were reified in
the ways described above, there was little indication that a politics of
exclusion and ethnic intolerance was brewing. This particularly violent
form of identity politics in Yugoslavia resurfaced, however, with Tito’s
decision to purge reformers and liberals in both Croatia and Serbia in
the early 1970s. Both liberalizers and hard—line communists were
opposed to ethnic nationalist appeals for political support, but
liberalizers, with their pressure to strengthen market forces, freedom
of speech, a merit-based system of promotions, and the withdrawal of
the party from the arts and from culture—all steps that would have
helped to build up civil society—threatened the party’s central political
control. In an effort to put in place such arrangements, in 1965 these
liberalizers pushed through a major reform program that sought to
lessen central control by giving more political and economic clout to
the republics.39

Tito’s reaction was rapid and severe. In Serbia, he expelled from
the party all leading reform-minded communists. With their expulsion,
political repression and the party’s hold on the economy increased
markedly. By eliminating the opposition in this way, the party ensured
that, in the case of its own demise, hard-line nationalists would be
positioned to seize power, and there would be no civil society to absorb
the shocks of a transition.

In Croatia, Tito had less power. The 1965 reform emboldened not
only the liberalizers but also nationalist elements, whose rhetoric often
contained separatist overtones. Local party leaders attempted to
mobilize support for themselves by issuing increasingly vocal
complaints about Croatia’s disadvantaged position in an unfair federal
system. They began to call for an end to economic exploitation by
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Belgrade, reform of the banking and the foreign currency systems,
curbs on the wealth of Belgrade’s export—import firms, and the
redistribution of former federal assets that had been taken by Serbia
after the reform.40 Croatian nationalist movements were most
vociferous in their demands for an end to this exploitation. These
movements were centered around the Hrvatska Matica, a Croatian-
Catholic traditionalist group that advocated cultural separatism. What
worried Tito the most in this situation was the demand for a separate
Croatian seat in the United Nations (as had been provided to Ukraine
and Belorussia in 1945). Ironically, perhaps, he believed that if Croatia
were to obtain a separate seat, it would ally itself with the Soviet
Union against him.

Tito tried to discipline local Croatian party officials, pressing them
to suppress the separatist movements. This, however, split the local
party structure. Liberalizers supported more pluralism in Croatian
society, but when faced with a crackdown, they allied with nationalist
factions and formed a coalition against the center. The other republican
leaderships realized that the Croatian leadership had lost control of
the situation. Fearing the implications of this for their situations, they
pressed Tito to suppress the nationalist elements in Croatia. The 1965
reform had weakened his political power base in Croatia, however,
and he would have to use force to do so. The opportunity to do this
did not appear until 1971, when there were major student
demonstrations in Croatia. Tito called in the JNA to quell the
demonstration and suppress the move toward political pluralism. With
backing from the JNA, Tito purged the party in Croatia of both its
nationalist and liberalizing elements, leaving conservative centralizers
firmly in power. In turn, those centralizers acted quickly to suppress
the nationalist movements.

For the moment, relative stability was restored, but the crisis
ultimately deepened divisions between the Croatian republic and the
federal government. The army officer corps became convinced that
the central danger to Yugoslavia was not an external threat from the
Soviets but internal “nationalism and chauvinism.”41 Meanwhile,
Croatian soldiers balked at serving outside Croatia, and a de facto
territorial army began to emerge there. Consequently, the JNA began
to mirror the weakness of the federal government as a whole. In a
more general sense, this crisis represented the most serious threat to
the viability of the Yugoslav federation since 1948.
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WEAKENED INSTITUTIONS AND ETHNIC IDENTITY AS A
POLITICAL RESOURCE

In an attempt to defuse internal opposition, the new Yugoslav
constitution of 1974 further weakened the federal state, creating yet
more resentments that came to be expressed in ethnic terms. While
Croatians believed that Serbia controlled the federal state, Serbian
elites believed that they had been singled out for unfair treatment
under the new constitution because it granted autonomy from Serbia
to Kosovo and Vojvodina, while leaving the other five republics
intact.42

The new constitution was aided and abetted in its weakening of
the federal state by the economic situation. In contrast to what had
been possible in earlier times, the weakened federal state could no
longer distribute material resources in exchange for political support.
Eventually, the global recession of the early 1980s dealt the fatal
blow: external debt grew, export markets closed, and regional and
republican conflicts over the distribution of economic resources
further contributed to economic decline. Recall that the regionally
based allocation of resources increased local power and the political
strength of local political entrepreneurs at the expense of the central
state. As the various regional political elites gained autonomy from
the center, they began to follow self-protective import substitution
policies, leading to important losses in economies of scale.
Furthermore, the regional governments did not coordinate foreign
exchange stockpiles. The absence of coordination led to
fragmentation of economic activity and the reduction of the stock of
available capital for new investment. The resulting losses of revenue
to the central government helped to undermine its ability to resist
further regional encroachments on its effort to coordinate economic
activity.

This was not all. The divergent effects of the international market
on the regional economies placed additional and competing demands
on the central government. The relatively developed and more
competitive republic of Slovenia wanted greater integration into the
international economy, whereas the less—developed Montenegrins
demanded protection from the vagaries of international market forces.
Divergent demands further reduced the federal government’s ability
to deal effectively with pressing economic problems and issues of
restructuring. As a state that was both weak and decentralized,
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Yugoslavia was not capable of withstanding the centripetal forces of
conflict that were soon to break out, first along regional and then
along ethnic lines.

Finally, what the regional governments did not drain from the central
state, the international economy did; in the early eighties, Yugoslavia
found itself with an incoherent and ad hoc system of state
interventionist policies in the economy—mainly to meet the loudest
and best organized demands of various political entrepreneurs—in a
period dedicated to neoclassical economic reform. The state began to
face a mounting debt obligation without any return on monies spent.43

By 1983, devaluations of the currency and an orchestrated drop in
domestic demand (12, percent in 1983 alone), both imposed by the
International Monetary Fund (IMF), had resulted in a precipitous fall
in growth rates for the country as a whole. Unemployment rose from
600,000 in 1982 to 912,000 in 1983, not including the 700,000 who
had been forced to emigrate abroad, mostly to the European
Community, to find work.

With its powers and resources drastically reduced, the federal state
was seized by paralysis: centrifugal elements served to divert
development funds to those regions with the most political clout
while federalists looked on helplessly. As an example of this, consider
the impact of the IMF stabilization program’s requirement that the
dinar be devalued. Bosnia was strongly opposed to devaluation
because it was heavily dependent on imported intermediate goods
from convertible currency areas. Because devaluations had to be
approved by all republics, negotiations were time—consuming, bitter,
and divisive. With the declining authority and power of the central
state, the IMF had acquired strong leverage over economic policy,
and, consequently, the federal government’s scope for policy
discretion became hostage to its critical need for IMF support in
putting together the necessary financing arrangements that would
allow it to maintain a relative degree of economic and political
stability.

Under these conditions, what little loyalty remained to the federal
state drained away. The drive toward regional fragmentation and
autonomy helped to propagate the widespread belief that federal aid
was being given on the basis of ethnic ties rather than rational allocation
principles. Given the failure of the program for economic development
of the less-developed republics, rapidly growing regional income
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disparities, and the impotence of the federal government, the rise of
ethnonationalism was almost a foregone conclusion.44

Throughout most of the postwar period, the Serb-Croatian alliance
had served as the backbone of the Yugoslav federation. This began to
fall apart when political entrepreneurs on both sides, in an effort to
mobilize popular support, began to manipulate the cultural and
historical symbols and practices that distinguished Serbians from
Croatians. On the one side, the (in)famous 1986 memo to the Serbian
Academy of Sciences, penned by Dobrica Cosic, inflamed the Serbs;
on the other side, the pronouncements of Franjo Tudjman, historian
of Croatia and JNA former general, did likewise.45 Playing these cards,
Slobodan Milosevic in Serbia and Tudjman in Croatia rose to power,
not on platforms that recommended a more equitable distribution of
resources along regional lines or emphasized economic development
of Yugoslavia as a whole, but on the basis of ethnic separatism, with
each recasting history as one long struggle against an implacable enemy
enshrined in the Other.

The rise of Milosevic was especially critical. After taking control of
the federal government in 1987, he abandoned the traditional policies
of the Communist Party, rescinded the autonomy granted to Kosovo
and Vodjvodina in 1974, and stopped the process of decentralization.
He revitalized the Serbian Orthodox Church, making it an instrument
of revived Serbian nationalism. He argued that Montenegro was
another branch of the Serbian nation and maintained a tight grip on
that republic. He complained in public that Serbia had suffered under
federalism, that huge transfers of industry from Serbia to Croatia and
Slovenia had taken place between 1945 and 1951, and that now the
injustices needed to be rectified. All of this added fuel to the fire of
rising nationalism in Croatia and confirmation to Tudjman and others
that the federation must be destroyed.

Consequently, in April 1990, with $4 million in financial backing
from the Croatian emigre community, the ultranationalist Croatian
Democratic Union (HDZ) won Croatia’s first democratic elections
since 1945. The victory opened the gateway for Croatia’s new
president, Tudjman, to establish a state identified with the Croatian
nation and providing no minority rights to the 600,000–strong Serb
population. For many Serbs in Croatia, the HDZ victory meant the
revival of the World War II fascist Croatian state. In the aftermath of
the elections, local Serb leaders in Croatia demanded communal
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autonomy, legitimating that demand through a referendum. Initially,
this was not intended to mean that Serb-dominated territory would
secede from Croatia, but it eventually developed into a demand for
secession—if not by agreement, then by force. What followed is by
now well known.

DISCOURSES OF WAR: WHO SECURES SOCIETY?

What was so striking about the wars in Croatia and Bosnia was not
that they happened, but their ferocity and the determination of Serbs
and Croats, in particular, to eliminate all vestiges of other cultures in
the regions over which they gained control. Not only were the local
institutions of government “purified”—an act that is not unusual
during a time of war—but institutions and symbols of society were
also reduced to rubble in the effort to terrorize and “cleanse.” And
this type of social warfare aimed to destroy not only the few elements
of civil society that existed, but even the family through the systematic
slaughter of husbands, wives, and children and the policy of rape and
impregnation, practices mostly attributed to the Bosnian Serb militia
but engaged in by others, too.46

The referent object of war in the former Yugoslavia thus has been
not the state, not competitors for state power, not even the tribe, but
society and the individuals who make it up. While the concept of
societal security is not, as yet, very well developed, it has mostly been
analyzed in terms of threats to identity within larger political units,
such as the European Union.47 In the case of Yugoslavia, however, the
threat to security is not to be found in the dissolution of individual or
collective identity in a larger whole but in the complete and total
destruction of the carriers of identity, individuals, family, and civil
society. Once such a policy is operationalized, moreover, there looks
to be no turning back. No one imagines that Serb, Croat, and Muslim
will ever live together again as they once did in places such as Sarajevo.
In this light, the reluctance of outsiders to intervene in Yugoslavia
becomes more understandable, even though it remains inexcusable.
To acknowledge that the Hobbesian worlds of Yugoslavia, Rwanda,
Somalia, and so on are not out of history but a product of late-
twentieth-century civilization—to which all might be vulnerable—
would be to look into the very maw of hell.

If our explanation for the war, and its security implications, is
correct, what policy response flows from it? Clearly, the security
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concepts and explanations for the war that guided Western attempts
to halt the carnage in Bosnia have been too few and too late; the time
for meaningful action was five years ago when states and peaceful, if
not civil, society, as such, still existed. But if the security of the social
individual in the region is central to the policy response, then it is
increasingly imprudent to pretend that implosions such as Yugoslavia
are best left alone. The West needs to anticipate, and head off, such
collapses, mindful that it is not fully immune from such possibilities.
What, then, might we do? The prescriptions offered below are, for
better or worse, liberal ones, not because we are convinced that they
would necessarily work or that they overcome the contradictions
between discourses and the resulting practices that we have discussed
here. Rather, we offer them because the present structure of
international politics remains organized around territorially exclusivist
and nationally defined states. So long as this remains the case,
multiethnic societies may fall prey to the logic of state building and
ethnic cleansing. Alternatives are clearly necessary; how they will or
might emerge is a topic for another paper or book.

Our prescription includes four elements. First, we need to recognize
that the creation of a strong civil society and liberal democratic
institutions in all states, not just multiethnic ones, is essential to social
peace: strong civil societies create multiple identities and interests
and promote the politics of interest over the politics of identity. Strong
liberal democratic institutions protect both collective and individual
rights. Intervention in an ethnically stratified country in order to
restore peace will not help that place develop a viable civil society
and liberal democratic institutions; rather, it is likely, as in Bosnia,
to lead only to further separation. The story told here suggests that
the early definition of the conflict as a social conflict—not a civil
one, which supposes exclusivist opponents—combined with a
continued effort to find a peaceful solution within the federal state
while helping to strengthen civil institutions, could have saved lives.
Therefore, it is critical that we develop early warning systems that
are sensitive to such developing conditions and that can go into
operation before a collapse has begun.

Second, we must also find ways to support local and community
groups and organizations engaged in various kinds of welfare—
providing activities in countries where ethnic stratification exists. Such
support is already being provided by many international and
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governmental agencies, as well as nongovernmental organizations in
the developed countries, in issue areas such as environment,
development, health, and human rights. These programs must be made
larger and more comprehensive without becoming politically intrusive
or challenging. It may be that the best way of implementing such
programs is through already existing networks of civil society in
developed and developing countries.48

Third, we need to provide more economic aid to governments in
postcommunist multiethnic societies. We need to help these societies
develop democratic markets, and not just liberal ones. Under programs
of liberalization, governments are finding it necessary to reduce or
eliminate programs that, even in a minimal way, address the problem
of the maldistribution of resources within societies. In ethnically divided
societies, those who have held power, and who often come from a
favored ethnic group, are often ahead at the beginning of the race and
stay in the lead.49 Rectifying such economic disparities is essential in
order to create a sense of fairness. And this means that some degree of
intervention into the allocative operation of markets is necessary. This,
in turn, will also help to legitimate newly democratic governments.
Such a process will work only if the industrialized states undertake a
concerted effort to engage consciously in some degree of global
reallocation of resources. This includes many of the usual elements—
for example, opening developed-country markets to the goods of
developing and post—Socialist countries—but also requires large
increases in official development assistance, beyond the current level
of around $50 billion a year, to cushion the effects of a transition to
markets.

Finally, if Western states continue to put their own security first, as
a guide to policy, they need to regard the prescriptions we offer here
not as altruistic acts on their part, nor as a way of recycling money
through the global economy. Rather, they should be seen as the
protection costs necessary for maintaining a relatively stable global
system after the Cold War. (Protection costs should not be regarded as
shameful; after all, this was an integral part of containing the Soviet
Union during the Cold War.) Peace might be divisible, or it might not
be. We are better off not running the experiment. In the long run, the
costs of keeping the collapsing parts of the world contained, or failing
to convince rogue countries that there is more to be gained by co-
operation than acquiring nuclear weapons, will be much, much more
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expensive than making investments now in helping to build democratic
markets and nonexclusionist political systems.
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Reimagining Security:

The Metaphors of Proliferation

 
DAVID MUTIMER

For forty—five years the confrontation between the United States
and the Soviet Union has defined the theory and practice of
international security. We lived, it was assumed, in a bipolar world,
with one pole in Washington and the other in Moscow. These poles
oriented our thinking about security, not only between the
superpowers or even in Europe, but in the world. Once the
confrontation ended and the Cold War was declared over, the
custodians of international security policy scrambled to make sense
of a world that had lost its bearings. Their theoretical and practical
compasses no longer gave direction.

In response to this loss, policy makers and students of international
politics have been engaged in rethinking international security. Much
of this rethinking has involved identifying interests—usually
American interests—and arguing about how policy should be changed
to meet those interests now that the Cold War has concluded. More
thoughtful contributions to this debate have argued that the end of
the Cold War provides the space for an international security agenda
that is not dominated by the supposed interests of the United States
and its allies, and that is not concerned solely with the leading states’
military muscle. However, this very process of rethinking
international security is also reshaping the security agenda. It is
developing new terms in which security is being thought and is thereby

7
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structuring the problems to be tackled and the solutions that will be
tried.

The Cold War security environment was thought of in terms of
bipolarity and of Cold War. This image defined and ordered security
problems—indeed, much of the new thinking in international security
is a reaction against the exclusion and marginalization of other
concerns by this image. In large part the tasks of definition and
ordering are performed by the metaphorical content of the security
images. Images comprise a series of metaphors, which shape our
understanding of policy problems and thereby inform the solutions
that are, and are not, attempted. In this chapter 1 consider one of
the central images that is emerging from the rethinking of
international security, the image of proliferation. I will show how
this image is being constructed in the discourse and practice of
(particularly Western) states. I will also examine the metaphors that
are contained in the image and show how they are informing a
particular, and flawed, policy response.

REIMAGINING INTERNATIONAL SECURITY

One noted and useful example of the rethinking of international
security was provided by Charles Krauthammer, in the journal of record
of the U.S. foreign policy elite, Foreign Affairs, in early 1991. He was
responding directly to the collapse of the bipolar image of the Cold
War: “Ever since it became clear that an exhausted Soviet Union was
calling off the Cold War, the quest has been on for a new American
role in the world. Roles, however, are not invented in the abstract;
they are a response to a perceived world structure.”1 The structure
Krauthammer perceived following bipolarity was a “unipolar
moment.” In addition to redefining international security in terms of
unipolarity, Krauthammer also gave an early statement of the
proliferation problem as it would come to be understood:
 

The post-Cold War era is thus perhaps better called the era of weapons
of mass destruction. The proliferation of weapons of mass destruction
and their means of delivery will constitute the greatest single threat to
world security for the rest of our lives. That is what makes a new
international order not an imperial dream or a Wilsonian fantasy but a
matter of the sheerest prudence. It is slowly dawning on the West that
there is a need to establish some new regime to police these weapons
and those who brandish them.2
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Krauthammer’s article appeared as a United States-led coalition was
using Iraq as a test range for its assortment of weapons of all kinds
of destruction. The aftermath of this war in the Gulf saw the West
pick up the pace of their realization that longer-term action was
needed to address the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction.
In addition, the massive conventional army that Iraq deployed
(admittedly to little effect) was seen to tie conventional weapons to
this new security agenda. Proliferation thus came to be seen as a
wide-ranging problem, encompassing not only the spread of nuclear
weapons, but of chemical and biological weapons, as well as the
diffusion of conventional arms.

Not only did Krauthammer sound the warning on proliferation,
but he also foresaw the elements of a response to this new threat, a
response that would be developed by the West in the years following
the Gulf War:
 

Any solution will have to include three elements: denying, disarming,
and defending. First, we will have to develop a new regime, similar
to COCOM (Coordinating Committee on Export Controls) to deny
yet more high technology to such states. Second, those states that
acquire such weapons anyway will have to submit to strict outside
control or risk being physically disarmed. A final element must be
the development of antiballistic missile and air defense systems to
defend against those weapons that do escape Western control or
preemption.3

 
Over the next four years, Western states have paid increasing attention
to the various problems of proliferation and developed response
strategies that can be well characterized as “denying, disarming, and
defending.”

The first line of attack is a regime based on technology denial. The
COCOM was formally dissolved in March 1994, and its members
have now joined with most of the states of former Eastern Europe in
a new export-control regime for conventional weapons and related
technologies. Preliminary agreement was reached in September 1995
among twenty-eight states, and what is being called the Wassenaar
Arrangement was formally created in April 1996.4 More generally,
regimes of technology denial are the foundation of the nonproliferation
effort. Consider the communique of the North Atlantic Council,
announcing an “Alliance Policy Framework on Proliferation of
Weapons of Mass Destruction” (9 June 1994):
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3. Current international efforts focus on the prevention of WMD and
missile proliferation through a range of international treaties and
regimes….5

4. The aforementioned treaties are complemented on the supply side
by the Nuclear Suppliers Group, the Zangger Committee, the
Australia Group and the Missile Technology Control Regime. These
regimes should be reinforced through the broadest possible adherence
to them and enhancement of their effectiveness.6

 
The creation of the Wassenaar Arrangement means that there are in
place technology-denial regimes for the three weapons of mass
destruction (nuclear, chemical, and biological), missile-delivery systems,
and conventional arms. With the exception of missile systems, there
will also be some form of international mechanism addressing the
spread of each of these technologies as well, as the United Nations has
created a Register of Conventional Arms.

Technology denial is the backbone of the response to proliferation.
At least in the case of Iraq, however, attempts have also been made to
respond to proliferation through enforced disarmament. On 9 April
1991 the UN Security Council passed Resolution 687, which outlined
the forcible disarmament of Iraq. It mandated a Special Commission
(UNSCOM) that, together with the International Atomic Energy
Agency (IAEA), would oversee the declaration and destruction of the
Iraqi chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons holdings and
production capabilities, as well as their missile technology.7 Similarly,
through May and June of 1994, North Korea was threatened with
international sanction, and possible military conflict with South Korea
and the United States, if it did not allow international inspection of its
nuclear facilities.

The final element, particularly in the United States, of a security
policy to counter proliferation has been the development of military
capabilities to defend against what has come to be called the post—
proliferation environment. The recent U.S. threats of violence in the
case of North Korea are one example of such a military response
forming part of the reaction to the problem of proliferation. A second
is found in the NATO declaration from which I quoted above:
 

12. Recent events in Iraq and North Korea have demonstrated that
WMD proliferation can occur despite international non-
proliferation norms and agreements. As a defensive Alliance, NATO



REIMAGINING SECURITY · 191

must therefore address the military capabilities needed to discourage
WMD proliferation and use, and if necessary, to protect NATO
territory, populations and forces.

13. NATO will therefore…seek, if necessary, to improve defense
capabilities of NATO and its members to protect NATO
territory, populations and forces against WMD use, based on
assessments of threats (including non-State actors), Allied
military doctrine and planning, and Allied military
capabilities.8

 
It would seem, then, that it has dawned on the West that proliferation
is a serious security problem. Indeed, in January 1992, an
unprecedented summit meeting of the UN Security Council declared
proliferation—in its new, comprehensive guise—a threat to
international peace and security, opening the way for multilateral
military action to respond to proliferation, under the terms of the
United Nations’ Charter:
 

The members of the Council underline the need for all member states
to fulfil their obligations in relation to arms control and disarmament;
to prevent the proliferation in all its aspects of all weapons of mass
destruction; to avoid excessive and destabilizing accumulations and
transfers of arms, and to resolve peacefully in accordance with the
Charter any problems concerning these matters threatening or disrupting
the maintenance of regional and global stability….

The proliferation of all weapons of mass destruction constitutes a
threat to international peace and security. The members of the Council
commit themselves to working to prevent the spread of technology
related to the research for or production of such weapons and to take
appropriate action to that end.9

 
This statement contains all of the key elements of the new image of
proliferation in international security: a problem of all forms of
weapons of mass destruction and of “excessive and destabilizing”
accumulations of conventional arms. This image has been deepened
and developed in the pronouncements and practices of (particularly
Western) policy makers since the end of the Gulf War.10 The
importance of this new image is reflected in the academic literature
on foreign and security problems. I conducted a review of the issues
between 1985 and 1994 in five of the leading U.S. foreign policy
journals, journals that reflect and inform the policy debate within
the United States. This review bears out the contention advanced
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here that proliferation is a problem enunciated to fill the gap left by
the Cold War and catalyzed by the experience in the Gulf. There
were only seven articles on the problem between 1985 and the fall
of the Berlin Wall, of which five were concerned with nuclear
proliferation. There were nine articles in the year between 1989 and
the Gulf War. In the three years following the end of the Gulf War,
there were fifty—six articles in these journals that were concerned
with proliferation.11

In addition to the new image, there is also a clear pattern to the
strategy being employed in response. It is a three—tiered strategy,
anchored at the global level by formal multilateral nonproliferation
arrangements. At present there are four such arrangements: the
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), the Chemical Weapons
Convention (cwc), the Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention
(BTWC), and the UN Register of Conventional Arms. This leaves
only missile technology (of the identified concerns), without a global
arrangement but only a supplier—control regime, the Missile
Technology Control Regime (MTCR).12 The second tier of the control
strategy is a collection of supplier—control regimes. The MTCR is
joined by the Australia Group, which controls chemical and biological
technology, the Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG) and the Zangger
Committee, which controls nuclear technology, and the Wassenaar
Arrangement, which is to control conventional and dual-use
technology. Finally, these supplier controls are implemented
nationally by export-control systems.

The international security environment is thus being reimagined.
The image that guided international security policy and scholarship
during the Cold War has given way to a new image centered on
proliferation. This image is informing both policy and academic
debate and is found reflected in the instruments and institutions of
international arms control and security, as well as in the written
record of the academy. What are the implications of this image?
How can we understand the way in which this image informs policy,
reshaping instruments, institutions, and even interests? The images
of security comprise a number of metaphors that shape our thinking
about problems and solutions; in the present case, the key metaphors
are “proliferation,” “stability,” and its related metaphor “balance.”
In order to consider the role that image plays in international security,
it is necessary to appreciate the way in which metaphors constitute
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our understandings and thereby inform the conception we hold of a
policy problem, and the solutions we develop to address that problem.

IMAGES, METAPHORS, AND UNDERSTANDINGS

Scott Sagan has recently argued that the dominant approach to the
proliferation problem within the academic community has been
rooted in rational deterrence theory, based on an “assumption that
states behave in a basically rational manner, pursuing their interests
according to expected-utility theory.”13 There are a variety of
problems with a theory based on the maximization of expected utility
as a basis for a theory of political action. Sagan proposed to use
organization theory as a corrective to some of these problems. This
theory introduces two limitations on rational choice: “large
organizations function within a severely ‘bounded’ form of
rationality” and “have multiple conflicting goals and the process by
which objectives are chosen and pursued is intensely political.”14 In
other words, Sagan recognizes that the interests on the basis of which
actors choose are not preconstituted as rational deterrence theory
supposes. Ned Lebow and Janice Stein broaden this critique beyond
the organizational:
 

Neither theories of deterrence nor rational choice say anything about
the all—important preferences that shape leaders’ calculations. Achen
and Snidal correctly observe that deterrence theory assumes exogenously
given preferences and choice options. It begs the question of how
preferences are formed. Empirical analyses of decision making suggest
that individuals often identify their preferences and options in the course
of formulating and reformulating a problem.15

 
The problem can be stated in general terms: rational choice theory
assumes: (a) a set of preconstituted utilities (or interests), and (b) a
preconstituted problem. Lebow and Stein, along with Sagan’s
organizational corrective, draw attention to the first but only hint at
the second. The argument I am advancing is that the problem,
interests, and possible solutions are shaped, at least in part,
metaphorically. Lebow and Stein’s “formulation and reformulation
of a problem” involves adducing and refining an image. A problem
is not presented to policy makers fully formed but is, rather,
constituted by actors in their (discursive) practices. This practically
constituted image of a security problem shapes the interests states
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have at stake in that problem, and the forms of solution that can be
addressed to resolve it. Central to this function of shaping interests
and responses is the metaphorical character of the image so
constituted. To understand how an image shapes interest and policy
it is first necessary to consider how metaphor shapes understanding.

Paul Chilton has provided a useful example of the role of metaphor
in shaping understandings in international politics, particularly
concerning the Cold War discourses around nuclear weapons and the
relationship of the West to the Soviet Union. In doing so, he illustrates
how the metaphor naturalizes a policy, and the apparent interests
underlying it—in this case, the central security policy of Cold War
Europe. Chilton works with the example of a fairly typical speech
from the foreign secretary of the United Kingdom, John Nott. Nott
used a metaphor of “a dying giant” to argue that there is a possibility
of the Soviet Union’s attacking Western Europe. He did so in order to
defend the “peace through strength” policy of then Prime Minister
Margaret Thatcher and her American mentor Ronald Reagan. As
Chilton notes, “what Nott wants to do, it seems, is to assert the
likelihood of Russia attacking Europe.” On the basis of such an
assertion, “proven” through the analogical reasoning of metaphor,
the government can justify a policy of military hostility to insure against
the lashing out of a dying giant.16

Chilton argues that policy makers address problems by means of
what I have called “images”17—that is, the student or policy maker
constructs a metaphorical image of problem, an issue, or even other
actors.18 This image relates the thing being imagined to another, in
terms of which the first is understood. These images comprise
metaphors, which are used to structure and support our
understanding of a problem, and therefore our response to that
problem. In Chilton’s example, the key relationship is the support
the image and its metaphors provide for preexisting policy. His
political concern is with the bellicose nuclear strategy pursued by
the Western Alliance, and the consequent danger of nuclear war that
the governments foist on the people of Europe and North America
through the metaphors supporting the image of the Soviet Union.
However, the general relationships—between the image of a policy
problem, the condition of the problem itself, and the policy solution
to that problem—allow the ideas he develops to be given wider scope
than Chilton provides. The metaphors entailed by a given image do
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more than simply support a policy choice; they structure the way in
which the image holder can think about a problem and so shape that
choice in the first place.

Chilton’s use of metaphor is rooted in a prior argument, advanced
by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson. By considering their arguments
directly, we can see how metaphor shapes problems and solutions in
international politics, as in other areas of our lives. The common
understanding of metaphor is that it is a literary tool, allowing an
author to provide descriptive depth and allegorical commentary by
means of establishing a relationship between two separate objects or
ideas. Lakoff and Johnson argue that metaphor is much more than
this, that it is absolutely fundamental to the way in which people
understand and live in the world around them: “The essence of
metaphor is understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms
of another “l9 They begin with an example of the way in which the
concept of argument is understood in our society, suggesting that we
understand argument in terms of warfare. To illustrate, they provide
examples from our everyday language:
 

ARGUMENT IS WAR    Your claims are indefensible.
He attacked every weak point in my argument.
His criticisms were right on target.
I demolished his argument.
I’ve never won an argument with him.
You disagree? Okay, shootl
If you use that strategy, he’ll wipe you out.
He shot down all of my arguments.20

 
It is more, however, than simply using the language of war to talk
about argument. Rather, our understanding of what argument is, and
the way in which we then set about to argue, is in part—indeed in
large part—structured by the military metaphor:
 

It is not that arguments are a subspecies of war. Arguments and wars
are different kinds of things—verbal discourse and armed conflict—
and the actions performed are different kinds of actions. But
ARGUMENT is partially structured, understood, performed, and talked
about in terms of WAR. The concept is metaphorically structured, the
activity is metaphorically structured, and, consequently, the language
is metaphorically structured.21
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It would be surprising if we lived our lives, understood our most
basic activities and practices, in terms of metaphor and then
abandoned metaphoric reasoning and understanding at the level of
social and political action. Indeed, if we take Lakoff and Johnson’s
arguments seriously, this is not possible, as they are making a case
for metaphor as essential to human cognitive process. This makes
impossible the rational choice claim that there are preconstituted
state interests, or even the organizational claim that there are
preconstituted, if competing, intraorganizational interests. Rather,
the formulating and reformulating of a problem, to which Lebow
and Stein refer, involves the formation of the metaphorical image of
a problem, only in terms of which interests and policies can then be
located.

It is worth examining in more detail how the images and the
metaphors they comprise accomplish this structuring of action. The
image, and the metaphors that are contained within that image, frame
a problem in a particular way so as to highlight certain possibilities
while precluding others. Lakoff and Johnson argue that:

Every description will highlight, downplay, and hide—for example:
I’ve invited a sexy blonde to our dinner party.
I’ve invited a renowned cellist to our dinner party.
I’ve invited a Marxist to our dinner party.
I’ve invited a lesbian to our dinner party.

Though the same person may fit all of these descriptions, each
description highlights different aspects of the person. Describing
someone who you know has all of these properties as “a sexy blonde”
is to downplay the fact that she is a renowned cellist and a Marxist and
to hide her lesbianism.22

 
The description, given to another guest, forms a key part of the image
of his (for the sake of argument, I will assume a heterosexual male)
fellow guest. Indeed, not having any other image on the basis of which
to frame behavior toward this woman, he will base his actions on the
image created by that description. It seems patently obvious that a
man will behave differently to each of the people captured by the four
descriptions. The image of the sexy blonde privileges certain behavior—
behavior that will be downplayed, if not hidden outright, by the image
of a lesbian. Our male guest is also likely to form very different
conversational strategies to talk with a renowned cellist and with a
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Marxist. Similarly, the interests he will define in the relationship that
evening will be somewhat different in response to an image of sexy
blonde and an image of lesbian.

In a similar way, the characterization of the problem of proliferation
highlights certain characteristics of the phenomenon, while
downplaying and hiding others. That image contains three key
metaphors: “proliferation,” “stability,” and “balance.” As such, the
image highlights the source-spread-recipient nature of the process of
arms production and distribution. At the same time, it downplays the
structural nature of the arms production and transfer system that bind
the suppliers and recipients to each other, and it hides the fact that
weapons and related technologies are procured for a variety of factors
related to external military threat, internal regime support, and
economic development.23 I will address these features of the problem
in more detail below. What is important at this point is to see that the
image and the metaphors it entails privilege a certain set of policy
responses—those that address the “spread” of technology highlighted
by the image—while denying a place to others: policies, for instance,
that would seek to address the problems of economic development,
which may spur the creation of an arms industry.

Clearly, there is a difference between the image of an international
problem, which draws in large part on the understandings of other
international problems, and the root metaphors that are Lakoff and
Johnson’s focus. They speak of the “grounding” of our conceptual
system in terms of simple elements of our everyday lives which we
can experience directly without social mediation. Thus, for example,
spatial metaphors of “up” and “down,” “in” and “out” are based
on our experiences of the world: we have an inside and an outside,
we stand erect, we sleep lying down and rise when we awake.24 Lakoff
and Johnson have been criticized for a biological bias, and while
they clearly want to ground metaphors in part in our unmediated
physiological experience of the world, they also allow for social rather
than biological grounding: “In other words, these ‘natural’ kinds of
experience are products of human nature. Some may be universal,
while others will vary from culture to culture.”25 Thus, Lakoff and
Johnson provide an account of metaphor at the very basic level of
comprehension but allow for much wider application in providing
for cultural as well as physical experience to serve as a grounding
for those metaphors.
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The inclusion of social experience, however, does not take us far
enough to serve my purposes in this discussion. My concern is with
the images and metaphors that structure policy in the first instance.
These obtain in discourses of policy makers, and of the policy
community with which those in government interact.26 Because the
important discourse is that of a policy community, the relevant images
can be grounded in both the metaphors of everyday experience and in
other policy images that are common to the community as a whole.
Moreover, the entailments of images and metaphors—the associations
that allow metaphors to relate one kind of thing to another—that are
drawn from everyday experience will grow to include other policy
references, in addition to their everyday entailments. For example,
balance is a concept with which we all live, and so the use of “balance”
as a metaphor evokes certain common understandings. For those of
us engaged in International Relations, however, balance also entails
understandings associated with “strategic balances” and the “balance
of power.”

For this reason, we can talk of policy images in terms of a two—
step image—creation process. The first step is the appropriation of a
concept from its everyday meaning for application to policy. Hence,
“proliferation” is appropriated from biology, where it refers to the
outward spread of cells, or of organisms, by means of the reproduction
of its parts—in particular, to the uncontrolled outward spread of cancer
cells. Similarly, stability and its related concept balance are
appropriated from our everyday experience to discuss the relations
among states. Indeed, balance and stability can be seen ultimately to
be grounded in the sort of unmediated biological experiences that
interest Lakoff and Johnson. In standing erect, humans will see a great
virtue in balance, providing them with stability. Instability, leading to
a loss of balance, can cause injury or death. From these primary
concerns, the metaphors of “stability” and “balance” have entered
our common conceptual universe. Sanity is represented in terms of
balance and stability (“she has a balanced mind” “he became
unstable”), as is personality. From these root metaphorical
understandings, the concepts of balance and stability are brought into
the conceptual universe of students of International Relations to
provide metaphors for relations among states. Indeed, these two are
among the dominant metaphors of our discipline.
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The second step of the process is the one with which I am most
concerned. It is the use of these metaphors, “proliferation,”
“stability,” and “balance,” as they are embedded in the
understandings of policy makers, to reimagine international security
following the end of the Cold War, and the Gulf War of 1990–91. At
this point, the metaphors are applied to the security problems of the
Third World, not directly from their biological or experiential
referents, but from their embedding in the experience of the Cold
War international system, although this is not to say that the first-
step entailments are not also present at the second step. The
reimagination of international security, following the end of the Cold
War, largely involves this second-step appropriation of metaphorical
concepts. The implication of this, of course, is that the understandings
of the Cold War will tend to re-create the practices of the Cold War
as they are used to imagine the new security environment. We can
see already the bipolar division between East and West beginning to
be re-formed around North and South.

Finally, to understand my claim that the process detailed above is
indeed a reimagining, consider the role of the superpowers in creating
the problem now identified as proliferation. The huge regional arsenals
(now called destabilizing accumulations) were in large part the creation
of the two superpowers’ providing arms to their friends and allies in
different regional conflicts—“proxies,” in the language of the Cold
War. The Middle East is today the region of primary concern, and yet
here the states that are the most problematic are the ones armed by
the United States and the Soviet Union—Israel, Egypt, Syria, Iraq,
and Iran.27 It is only with the breakdown of this conceptual system
that proliferation was broadened beyond the narrow field of nuclear
weapons to encompass nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons,
and their missile-delivery systems, as well as destabilizing
accumulations of advanced conventional weapons.

This discussion provides a framework for the examination of the
proliferation image. The centrality of that image to the contemporary
international security agenda is indicated by President Bill Clinton’s
first address to the UN General Assembly in the fall of 1993: “I have
made non-proliferation one of our nation’s highest priorities. We intend
to weave it more deeply into the fabric of all our relationships with
the world’s nations and institutions.” The three metaphors of the
proliferation image (“proliferation,” “stability,” and “balance”) were
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neatly joined together in a recent article on proliferation from the U.S.
Army Journal, Parameters: “The policy community uses the term
‘proliferation’ to define a wide array of activities regarding the spread
of weapon technologies. Key to the definition is the notion that
proliferation destabilizes the balance of power within a region.”28 I
can now examine each of these metaphors to show what features they
highlight, downplay, and hide in their formation of the proliferation
image, and how they thereby both privilege and preclude certain policy
solutions.

THE METAPHORS OF PROLIFERATION

The image of proliferation as an international security problem is based
on a pair of unrelated metaphors. It develops a unique image by joining
together the metaphors of “proliferation” with those of “stability”
and “balance.”

“Proliferation”

The “proliferation” metaphor, which is at the root of the proliferation
image, comes to this image in the two-step process I outlined above.
The original meanings of proliferation, the other in terms of which
we begin to conceptualize and understand the emergence of nuclear
power and nuclear weapons, is grounded in biology. The Oxford
English Dictionary (OED) provides the following primary definitions
for the three related words—proliferation, proliferate, and
proliferous:
 

Proliferation: the formation or development of cells by budding or
division.
Proliferate: to reproduce by proliferation; to grow by multiplication
of elementary parts.
Proliferous: producing offspring; procreative; prolific.

 
The origin of the term proliferation is in human and animal
reproduction, indicated by the third OED definition producing
offspring. However, in the discipline of biology, the term is now most
commonly used to refer to the reproduction of cells; indeed, it is
synonymous with cell division and cell growth. To a biologist, then,
proliferation refers to the full range of organic reproduction, driven
by cell proliferation, including budding yeasts and sexually reproducing
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humans. There is also a close connection with excessive multiplication
of the elementary parts. Notice that the definitions from the OED
conclude with prolific—that is, proliferation is rarely used to refer to
small-scale reproduction. (Even “normal” cell reproduction in humans,
from a single—cell zygote to an adult, yields on the average I013 cells!)
In the brief survey of the cell-proliferation literature I conducted to
determine its nature, I found that the term is most often used in
connection with cancer research, as cancer involves cells escaping the
mechanisms that control their proliferation.

The connection between cell proliferation and cancer is both
important and telling. Cell proliferation is a harmless, natural process—
indeed, it is absolutely essential to life as we know it. This proliferation
is managed by a series of biological control mechanisms, which serve
to regulate the proliferation of cells so that they faithfully reproduce
what is coded into their genetic material. Once these mechanisms fail,
and the cells proliferate without control, cancers, often deadly to the
organism as a whole, result. As Andrew Murray and Tim Hunt
introduce the study of cell proliferation, “without knowing the checks
and balances that normally ensure orderly cell division, we cannot
devise effective strategies to combat the uncontrolled cell divisions of
the cancers that will kill one in six of us.”29 Proliferation, in its base
biological meaning, refers to an autonomous process of growth and
outward spread, internally driven but externally controlled. Danger
arises when the controls fail and the natural proliferation of cells
produces excessive reproduction.

The first step of the adoption of proliferation as a metaphor for
international security involved applying the term to the development
of nuclear technology after the discovery of controlled fission in the
United States’ Manhattan Project. The United States’ nuclear program
represented the source cell or organism from which the technology
would spread. Such spread was seen as a natural process, and so
scholars confidently predicted that there would be thirty or forty
nuclear powers by 1980. Such a condition was considered dangerous,
and undesirable, and so attempts were made to establish external
controls on the proliferation of nuclear weapons. These attempts
resulted in the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) of 1970, which
remains the principal mechanism of proliferation control. The
development of nuclear technology was thus imagined in terms of
the “proliferation” metaphor. The first question to be asked is, what
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are the implications of this image, with its understandings of
autonomy, spread, and external control, for the policy response to
the development of nuclear technology? There are two crucial
entailments of the “proliferation” metaphor as applied to nuclear
weapons.

The first entailment is the image of a spread outward from a point
or source. Cell division begins with a single or source cell and spreads
outward from there—in the case of a cancer, both to produce a single
tumor and to create a number of separate tumors throughout the
host body. Similarly, the problem of proliferation is one of a source
or sources proliferating, that is, reproducing itself by supplying the
necessary technology to a new site of technological application. This
image highlights the transmission process from source to recipient.
Hence, the dominant response to nuclear proliferation has been the
creation of supplier groups—the Zangger Committee and the Nuclear
Suppliers Group (NSG)—which seek to control the spread of nuclear
technology. Recall NATO’S “Alliance Policy Framework”:
 

3. Current international efforts focus on the prevention of WMD and
missile proliferation through a range of international treaties and
regimes….

4. The aforementioned treaties are complemented on the supply side
by the Nuclear Suppliers Group, the Zangger Committee, the
Australia Group and the Missile Technology Control Regime….30

 
In other words, they attempt to provide “the checks and balances that
normally ensure orderly” transfer and prevent the spread of nuclear
technology resulting in the “cancer” of weapons proliferation. The
image is repeated even in the more extreme proposals for policy. For
example, former Canadian Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau proposed a
scheme to the United Nations Special Session on Disarmament for
preventing the spread of weapons. This scheme included two measures
currently under consideration at the Conference on Disarmament: a
Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty and a Cutoff of Fissile Material
Production. Trudeau’s plan was known as the “suffocation proposal”—
firmly in keeping with the biological referent of proliferation. To stop,
rather than control, reproduction by organisms, you need to suffocate
the progenitors.

The second entailment of the “proliferation” metaphor for the
problem of nuclear weapons spread is an extreme technological bias.



REIMAGINING SECURITY · 203

Biological proliferation is an internally driven phenomenon, and so
the metaphor of “proliferation” applied to the development of nuclear
technology highlights the autonomous spread of that technology, and
its problematic weapons variant. As Frank Barnaby writes in a recent
work, “a country with a nuclear power programme will inevitably
acquire the technical knowledge and expertise, and will accumulate
the fissile material, necessary to produce nuclear weapons.”31 In fact,
the text from which this is drawn presents an interesting example of
the autonomy of the “proliferation” metaphor. The book is titled How
Nuclear Weapons Spread: Nuclear—Weapon Proliferation in the
I990s. Notice that the weapons themselves spread; they are not spread
by an external agent of some form—say, a human being or political
institution. Under most circumstances, such a title would be unnoticed,
for as Lakoff and Johnson argue, the metaphors are so deeply engrained
in our conceptual system that they are not recognized as being
metaphorical.

This metaphor, by highlighting the technological and autonomous
aspects of a process of spread, downplays or even hides important
aspects of the relationship of nuclear weapons to international
security. To begin with, the metaphor hides the fact that nuclear
weapons do not spread but are spread—and, in fact, are spread largely
by the Western states. Second, the image downplays, to the point of
hiding, any of the political, social, economic, and structural factors
that tend to drive states and other actors both to supply and to acquire
nuclear weapons. Finally, the image downplays the politics of security
and threat, naturalizing the security dilemma to the point that it is
considered an automatic dynamic. The image of proliferation thus
privileges a technical, apolitical policy by casting the problem as a
technical, apolitical one. Consider one of the most important
statements in the construction of proliferation as a policy problem,
U.S. President George Bush’s speech to the Air Force Academy on
29 May 1991:
 

Nowhere are the dangers of weapons proliferation more urgent than in
the Middle East.

After consulting with governments in the region and elsewhere
about how to slow and then reverse the buildup of unnecessary and
destabilizing weapons, I am today proposing a Middle East arms
control initiative. It features supplier guidelines on conventional arms
exports; barriers to exports that contribute to weapons of mass
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destruction; a freeze now, and later a ban on surface—to—surface
missiles in the region; and a ban on production of nuclear weapons
material.32

 
The focus of this initiative is entirely technological: controls on the
movement of technology outward from their sources, and restrictions
on that technology’s usages in the region.

Such a technologically focused policy is almost doomed to fail,
however, for it downplays and hides the very concerns that motivate
the agents of the process. Iraq was driven to acquire nuclear weapons,
even in the face of NPT commitments, and so employed technology
that is considered so outdated that it is no longer tightly controlled.
This simply does not fit with the NPT—NSG—Zangger Committee
approach. In addition, in order to gain the necessary material, the
Iraqis needed access to external technology. Such technology was
acquired by human agents acting for the Iraqi state and was acquired
from other agents, who had their own motivational interests to provide
the necessary technology. The technology does not spread through
some autonomous process akin to that causing a zygote to become a
person, but, rather, it is spread, and so the agents involved are able to
sidestep the technologically focused control efforts.

The second step of this process, reimagining international security
in terms of proliferation following the end of the Cold War, adopts
the policy entailments along with the underlying biological imagery.
By using the “proliferation” metaphor now to address biological
and chemical weapons, missile technology, and even conventional
weapons, the international community is replicating the problematic
policy solutions that highlight technology and hide politics and
agency. Thus, the NPT and its supplier groups are joined by the
Chemical Weapons Convention and the Australia Group, a supplier
group that also oversees export controls on both chemical and
biological weapons technology. Missile technology is controlled by
the Missile Technology Control Regime. Even conventional arms,
the ones we might expect to be most closely related to understandings
of politics, are conceived in terms of “excessive and destabilizing
accumulations.” Once more, it is the weapons themselves, rather
than the political agents acquiring and using them, that are the lexical
focus of discussions of conventional arms. What is ignored by this
policy approach is any suggestion that there are political interests or
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motivations at work, which may cause human institutions to act in
ways that promote insecurity (which, in other words, destabilize). A
good part of the reason for this lack of understanding is that the
image of the problem is one that downplays, and even hides, the
involvement of the politics of human agency in both the acts of supply
and acquisition.

“Stability” and “Balance”

The two related terms stability and balance are so firmly seated in the
language of international relations that their metaphorical nature is
seldom remembered. Thus, the use of the two in imagining the new
international security agenda around proliferation tends to draw more
explicitly on the entailments that have been generated by that
disciplinary use. It is, nevertheless, still useful to remember the first
step of the two-step process of metaphor creation—the understanding
of international politics in terms of our common experiences of balance
and stability.

While the metaphor of “proliferation” is grounded in processes
that are most basic to human life, the metaphors of “stability” and
“balance” are probably more firmly rooted in most people’s common
experiences. Both terms are used widely in the metaphors of our
everyday lives, and wherever they occur, value is placed on
maintaining stability and balance. Thus, we speak of people being
“well balanced” or of having “stable personalities.” Teams are most
successful if they have a “balanced” attack, and people look for
“stable” employment and to “balance” their bank accounts. Given
the positive connotations of stability and balance, it should not be
surprising that their use as metaphors of international politics
connotes a normative commitment to the creation and maintenance
of stable and balanced orders.

The balance of power is generally used to refer to the system of
interstate relations created in Europe following the defeat of
Napoleon.33 The mechanism of power balancing—stabilizing
relations among states by maintaining power equivalences—was
progressively naturalized by theorists of International Relations.
Hedley Bull argues that both an objective and subjective balance are
necessary for a balance of power to operate. Nevertheless, he clearly
places primacy on the objective conditions of the balance: “But if
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the subjective element of belief in it is necessary for the existence of
a balance of power, it is not sufficient….A balance of power that
rests not on the actual will and capacity of one state to withstand
the assaults of another, but merely on bluff and appearances, is likely
to be fragile and impermanent.”34 This naturalization of the balance
of power reached its zenith with Kenneth Waltz’s Theory of
International Politics:

The theory, then, is built up from the assumed motivations of states
and the actions that correspond to them. It describes the constraints
that arise from the system that those actions produce, and it indicates
the expected outcome: namely, the formation of balances of power.
Balance-of-power theory is microtheory precisely in the economist’s
sense. The system, like a market in economics, is made by the actions
and interactions of its units, and the theory is based on assumptions
about their behavior.35

 
Thus, the balance of power is not only a desired outcome; in keeping
with the normative commitment of people to balance and stability,
power balancing is the natural outcome of the behavior of states. There
is thus strong incentive to maintain balances and to avoid anything
that could destabilize them. Throughout the Cold War, the military
relationship between the superpowers in particular was therefore
examined in minute detail to avoid “instabilities”—either “arms race
instabilities” or “crisis instabilities.”

The first-step adoption of the metaphors of “stability” and
“balance” to think about International Relations produced the
imagination of the Cold War in terms of a balance of power and of
the need to maintain that balance by avoiding instabilities. The second-
step use of these metaphors has involved their adoption from the Cold
War security image to apply to the new image of proliferation. A key
element of this image is a definition of the problem posed by
proliferation in terms of its effects on the stability of (regional) balances
of power. This understanding is reflected in most statements on the
problems of proliferation. Consider, for example, the statement of the
permanent five members of the Security Council, meeting in 1991 to
“review issues related to conventional arms transfers and to the non-
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction”:
 

[They] noted with concern the dangers associated with the excessive
buildup of military capabilities, and confirmed they could not transfer
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conventional weapons in circumstances which would undermine
stability. They also noted the threats to peace and stability posed by the
proliferation of nuclear weapons, chemical and biological weapons,
and missiles, and undertook to seek effective measures of non-
proliferation and arms control in a fair, reasonable, comprehensive and
balanced manner on a global as well as a regional basis.36

 
This second step, drawing the metaphors of “stability” and “balance”
into our understanding of proliferation, involves a number of
entailments, derived both from the metaphors’ initial grounding and
from the specific meanings of the Cold War. The first entailment of
these metaphors is that they highlight dyadic relationships. Our
common experience with balancing is that of two masses offsetting
one another, rendered visually by the classic scale or balance. Two
masses—or in the case of International Relations, two states—offset
each other in a stable fashion. The introduction of a third mass greatly
complicates the problem of balancing.37 Indeed, Waltz has raised the
dyadic balance to the status of law, arguing that the ideal—that is, the
most stable—balance is that between two roughly equivalent states:
“International politics is necessarily a small—number system. The
advantages of having a few more great powers is at best slight. We
have found instead that the advantages of subtracting a few and
arriving at two are decisive.”38

During the Cold War, the dyadic understandings of “balance”
were reasonably appropriate to the superpower confrontation, as
there were two roughly equivalent superpowers anchoring two
roughly equivalent alliances. Even then, however, the image
downplayed and hid those outside the central balance, rendering
non-European states or regions either as invisible or as mere
appendages to the superpower confrontation. To imagine third parties
as autonomous would have been to introduce problematic third—
and higher-order masses into the metaphorical balance. The regional
security systems, however, that are today of greatest proliferation
concern to those (mainly in the North and West) who use the image
simply do not resolve themselves into dyads. They are neither
dominated by the confrontation of two overpowering opponents,
nor do they divide into two allied groupings. Nevertheless, the
metaphor of “balance” leads to the characterization of these regions
in dyadic terms.

In the Middle East, for example, the relationships among the
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various states are complex, and yet even accounting for these varied
relations misses the sub—and transnational dimensions of the politics
of Middle Eastern security. For instance, the place of the Kurds in
Iraq, and their relations to the Kurds in both Iran and Turkey, is an
important element of the security relationship in the eastern Middle
East, and was centrally involved in both Gulf Wars of the past fifteen
years.39 Similarly, the Israeli relationship with the Palestinians involves
complex relations among Palestinians living in Israel, Jews living in
Palestine, Palestinians in neighboring countries, and those countries’
states. Despite this complexity, the power of the dyadic entailment
shapes discussions of the region. The most prevalent dyadic
construction, of course, is that which characterizes the region’s
complexities as the Arab—Israeli conflict. Yet the two most recent
wars in the region involved an Arab state’s army fighting one of
another Muslim (although not Arab) state, and a broad coalition
destroying an Arab state—a coalition that included both Arab states
and, to all intents and purposes, Israel.

The same problems arise in other regions of concern. South Asia
is, at its most simple, an intricate dance among India, Pakistan, and
the People’s Republic of China—a construction which ignores the
Kashmiris, Tamils, and Sri Lankans. Despite the centrality of the
triad of powers, there is a strong tendency to speak of the region in
terms of the dyadic Indo—Pakistani relationship. Indeed, this
tendency can be seen in part to have resulted in the growth of India’s
arsenal:
 

The Indian military buildup may also be explained by the various
decision—makers’ political image of the state in international society.
One of the problems with Indian leaders and policy-makers since the
death of Prime Minister Jawaharal Nehru in 1964, is the feeling that
India does not get enough respect, especially compared to China, with
which it sees itself as essentially equal in size, population and economic
development. Instead, India is constantly equated with Pakistan, a
nation at one time one—fifth its size in population and capabilities,
and only one-eighth its size since the creation of Bangladesh in
December 1971.40

 
Similarly, in the North Pacific, while the relationship between North
and South Korea is of central importance, the security dynamic cannot
be understood outside the context of the relations among these two
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states and China, Japan, and the United States, at the very least. These
five do not break into two neat groupings, and yet the dyadic North-
against-South representation of the problem is common.

A second important entailment of the “stability” and “balance”
metaphors is that they highlight numerical capabilities, while
downplaying qualitative capabilities, and hiding other aspects of
security—even aspects of the military other than equipment. This
entailment is rooted both in the experiential basis of the metaphors
and in their use during the Cold War. Balance is by and large a
quantitative, not qualitative characteristic—on a scale, a kilo of
feathers will balance a kilo of lead. In particular, the accounting of
numbers of various kinds (although notably money), involves the
metaphor of “balance.” Thus it should not be surprising that the
application of the balance metaphor to the relationships of arms
leads to a focus on numerical capabilities. The experience of
superpower arms negotiation was in large measure guided by attempts
to achieve “essential equivalences”—in the number of launchers, the
number of warheads, the throw weight of missiles, or the number of
tanks.

What gets downplayed by the numerical entailment of these
metaphors is the variation in capability among different weapons
and weapon systems. This can be seen in the present proliferation-
control systems. The Missile Technology Control Regime identifies
technologies of concern by range and payload, entirely ignoring the
reliability of the weapons, and even their accuracy (which can
generally be well measured)—in other words, ignoring most of what
determines whether a weapon will be delivered on target by a given
missile. Similarly, the UN Register of Conventional Arms records
weapons in seven categories, so that, for example, all tanks are
counted together. Thus, in the first reporting cycle, the United
Kingdom included several pieces of obsolete equipment that were
transferred for display in museums. The comments that explain to
the register’s users that these entries are museum pieces were purely
voluntary. For example, Britain reported two exports of tanks. Six
tanks were sent to Switzerland and were marked “obsolete equipment
for museums,” while twenty-five were reported sent to Nigeria.
Nothing more than the fact that twenty-five tanks were sent was
reported by Britain, and so the character of these weapons is still
formally opaque.41
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While it is unfortunate that the numerical entailment of the
“balance” metaphor downplays the quality of arms, it is much more
problematic that it hides entirely aspects of the security problem
other than arms—whether military doctrine and policy, or the more
general politics of security.42 Indeed, the entailments of “stability”
and “balance” in this context tend to reinforce the autonomous,
technological character of the problem that is entailed by the
“proliferation” metaphor. Technology “spreads” through some
natural process. We can count the occurrence of this spread so that
we know where the technology is accumulating. We may even be
able to control this autonomous process. However, it is these
accumulations, if we do not prevent them, that can then upset
balances; in the words of UN General Assembly Resolution 46/36!,,
which created the arms register, “excessive and destabilizing arms
build—ups pose a threat to national, regional and international
security.”

There is a third, and rather ironic, entailment to the “stability” and
“balance” metaphors—they can lead to the promotion of the spread
of nuclear weapons to a greater number of states. The logic of the
balance between the superpowers, it has been argued, is that mutually
assured destruction with nuclear weapons introduces a caution
conducive to stability. If the metaphors of the Cold War are adopted
to imagine the new international security environment, there seems to
be little way to escape the conclusions of this argument—that nuclear
weapons can be stabilizers. Indeed, it has led John Mearsheimer to
argue:
 

If complete Soviet withdrawal from Eastern Europe proves unavoidable,
the West faces the question of how to maintain peace in a multipolar
Europe. Three policy prescriptions are in order.

First, the United States should encourage the limited and carefully
managed proliferation of nuclear weapons in Europe. The best hope
for avoiding war in post-Cold War Europe is nuclear deterrence; hence
some nuclear proliferation is necessary to compensate for the
withdrawal of the Soviet and American nuclear arsenals from Central
Europe.43

 
Mearsheimer suggests providing nuclear arms to Germany as part
of the “managed proliferation” of nuclear weapons in Europe. On
this and other points Mearsheimer’s argument has been widely, and
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justifiably, attacked. But what is interesting about it is the way in
which it makes the entailments of the “stability” and “balance”
metaphors so clear. What is important is to assure that the numbers
of weapons are distributed so that the balance among them is stable—
regardless of who holds the weapons. The problems of history and
politics that would be raised by German nuclear weapons are blithely
ignored because the metaphors informing Mearsheimer’s
conceptualization hide them entirely. Most of us are sufficiently
sensitive to these problems so that Mearsheimer’s argument is
jarringly uncomfortable. The problem persists in all uses of the
proliferation image, and yet it is only when the problems are as
dramatic as in this case that the implications of the image are widely
rejected.

In the title of his article “Back to the Future: Instability in Europe
after the Cold War,” Mearsheimer also indicates the final entailment
of the “stability” and “balance” metaphors—they are inherently
conservative. It is not an accident that it was a conservative alliance
facing a revolutionary challenge that formulated the practice we now
call the balance of power. Nor is it an accident that the changes in
Eastern Europe, while welcomed in the West on democratic grounds,
were feared for their capability to introduce instability.44 When a
balance is stable, an asymmetrical alteration to either side introduces
in- Thus, once a stable balance is achieved, the metaphor highlights
the importance of the maintenance of the status quo.

The conservative bias of the metaphors is problematic, even when
considered solely in terms of arms control. The goal of policy makers
seems clearly to be the reduction of weapons and their related
technologies—at least in the arsenals of others! The image, however,
that is informing the policy response to the problem provides no
support for reduction once a stable balance is achieved. There can
be no guarantee that any reduction in arsenals, even a symmetrical
reduction, would produce a similarly stable balance at the lower
levels of arms. Indeed, building on the received wisdom of the Cold
War, there might even be a case to be made for high levels of arms,
as a balance at high levels is more resistant to small changes—that
is, it is more stable.

There is, of course, a more politically problematic result of the
conservative entailment of “stability” and “balance.” The emphasis
on stability hides the struggles of the oppressed and the security
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concerns of any other than the regime controlling the state. Change
introduces the possibility of upsetting a balance, and as stability is
so highly valued, change of any kind is to be opposed. It is for this
reason that we should not be surprised that the balance of power
was devised by the defenders of the monarchical order in the face of
the Napoleonic challenge. The conservative nature of the stress on
stability can be seen in the reaction of the West in general, and the
United States in particular, to the changes in Eastern Europe. As
both the Soviet Union and the Yugoslavian federations fell apart,
the U.S. position was to fight to maintain the status quo, in the
interests of stability.45

This conclusion, that security in the present international system is
politically conservative, is not a new one. Indeed, the essays in this
volume are, in many ways, predicated on the recognition of the
problems posed by the narrow and conservative nature of international
security as it is commonly understood. What I have hoped to show is
that this bias is an entailment of the metaphorical images we use to
construct the problems in the first place. As such, it serves to naturalize
a particular set of relations of power and interest, privileging those
who are able to set the metaphorical agenda, and render invisible the
political basis of their claims.

THE ASSEMBLED IMAGE

The image of proliferation knits together the metaphors of
“proliferation,” “stability,” and “balance” to shape the policy
responses of the international community. The metaphors have certain
entailments that serve to highlight, downplay, and hide aspects of the
security environment. Thus, the policy responses that are being
developed address primarily those aspects highlighted, while ignoring
those downplayed and hidden. The image is of an autonomously driven
process of spread, outward from a particular source or sources. It is
an apolitical image that strongly highlights technology, capability, and
gross accounts of number. As such, it is an image that masks the political
interests of those supporting the present structure of proliferation
control—a structure that strongly reflects this image and its
entailments.

To begin with, the control efforts are classified by the technology
of concern. Thus, there are global instruments for controlling the spread
of nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons, and for registering
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transfers of conventional arms. There is no global instrument for the
control of the spread of missile technology, but the Missile Technology
Control Regime addresses this technology as a discrete problem and
is considering the formation of a global regime. There is thus little or
no recognition in the practical response to proliferation that the spread
of these technologies might all be part of a common security problem.
The security concerns that might drive states to acquire one or more
of these technologies are hidden by the proliferation image. This
division of the problem into discrete technologies persists, despite the
fact that the connection among the various technologies of concern
manifests itself in a number of ways. I will mention only two by way
of illustration. The first is the common reference to biological or
chemical weapons as “the poor man’s atomic bomb.” The implication
of this phrase is that a state prevented from acquiring nuclear
weapons—in this case for reasons of cost—could turn to biological or
chemical weapons to serve the same purposes. The second example
concerns the links being drawn in the Middle East between Arab states’
potential chemical arms and Israel’s nuclear arsenal. The Arab states
are balking at ratifying the Chemical Weapons Convention until the
Israeli nuclear arms are at least placed on the negotiating table.
Conversely, supporters of the Israeli position cite the Arab states’
overwhelming conventional superiority as a justification for Israel’s
nuclear arms.

The common approach to controlling proliferation across the
technologies of concern is the limitation and even denial of the supply
of technology. Each of the technologies of concern is addressed by at
least one supplier group, and the major Western suppliers maintain
export controls to implement the groups’ lists. Such an approach is
clearly informed by the entailments of the proliferation image. Supplier
controls respond to the “spread outward from a source” entailment
of proliferation. They also reflect the ways in which both the metaphors
of “proliferation” and “stability” highlight technology by focusing
solely on its nature and movement. In addition, these groups reflect
the various entailments of stability and balance outlined above. They
seek to prevent excessive and destabilizing accumulations of
technologies through the application of their controls. Lost entirely in
these practices are considerations of the political and economic
underpinnings of security. These aspects are hidden by the image and
so are not addressed by the policy responses.
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The relationship among these political interests, the policy
responses, and the metaphors of the proliferation image would form
the subject of another chapter, at the very least. It is not responsible
to ignore this relationship entirely, however, and so I will provide an
illustration. India stands as a leading opponent of the present
approach to proliferation control, with its roots in technological
denial. India represents a different set of interests from those of the
Northern states most concerned with proliferation as presently
understood and practiced. For India, access to technology is vital,
and the principle of discrimination between the have and have-not
states—enshrined most notably in the NPT, but seen throughout the
nonproliferation measures for denying technologies’ spread—is
absolutely unacceptable. As such, the Indians reject the image of
proliferation and call, rather, for one of disarmament. This view is
reflected in the following passage, quoted from a paper by the Indian
ambassador to Japan, who was previously the Indian representative
to the Conference on Disarmament:
 

It would be futile to pretend that 1995 is 1970, that nothing has
changed and nothing requires to be changed in the 1995 NPT. It would
be a cruel joke on the coming generation to say that they will be safer
with an indefinite extension of the 1970 NPT. 1995 presents an
opportunity; there is great scope for non-governmental agencies,
intellectuals and academics, who believe in nuclear disarmament to
work towards changing this mindset and spur governments in nuclear
weapon countries to look at reality, to accept that there are
shortcomings in the NPT and that nations, both within and outside
the NPT have genuine concerns which need to be addressed in order
to make the NPT universal, non discriminatory and a true instrument
for nuclear disarmament.46

 
What is noteworthy about this plea for change is that Ambassador
Prakash Shah calls for the new NPT to be an instrument of nuclear
disarmament, not of nonproliferation. In other words, he recognizes
that there is a policy problem to be addressed, but it is not a
proliferation problem—that is, a spread of weapons technology from
those who have to those who do not presently have. Rather, the problem
needs to be imagined as a disarmament problem—the possession of
nuclear and other arms, regardless of who has them.

For the countries of the North, the indefinite extension of an
unamended NPT was considered essential. The NPT was seen as the
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linchpin of the proliferation-control effort, without which the entire
edifice might fall. What Ambassador Shah’s comments demonstrate,
reflecting the position taken in India, is the way in which that effort,
tied so closely to the entailments of the proliferation image, serves
only a particular set of interests by highlighting only specific features
of reality. From where he sits, reality provides Ambassador Shah with
a different approach to the problem of nuclear (and other mass
destruction) weapons, an approach better captured through an image
of disarmament than one of proliferation.

CONCLUSION

It is tempting to conclude this discussion by counseling the evils of
metaphor for security. It is also, however, entirely impossible. We think,
speak, and act in metaphors, and so proposing to eliminate them from
the practice of security study and policy verges on the incoherent.
What conclusion can we draw, then, as we attempt to build a critical
security study?

First, we must recognize that the metaphors with which a security
problem is understood will shape the nature of the problem and its
solutions, focusing on the aspects that are highlighted and
marginalizing or ignoring those that are downplayed or hidden in
the metaphors’ entailments. In a critical security study, our task is to
reveal those metaphors and to detail their entailments. In particular,
we must draw out those aspects of security problems that are
downplayed or hidden by the metaphors. In doing so, we can
reconnect security and security policy—so often considered as distinct
and isolated realms—to the rest of the fabric of international politics
and global society. The image of proliferation hides both the economic
interests driving arms export and the location of arms production in
the industrialization of the Third World. What is hidden or
downplayed by the other metaphors in which we think and speak
security? Indeed, what are the entailments of the metaphor of
“security” itself?

The highlighting and hiding of aspects of complex security problems
by the metaphors in which they are thought and acted are not innocent.
Thus, for a critical security study, the examination of metaphors
provides the basis for political involvement. Such an examination can
form the basis of an immanent critique. Efforts at proliferation control
are liable to fall short of expectations because the aspects of the problem
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hidden by the proliferation image will undermine supply-side controls.
There is, however, also the basis for a more profound, transformatory
critique. The image of proliferation, constructing a problem of
technological movement outward from a source that is to be addressed
by restricting that technology to the source, clearly masks the interests
of the advanced industrial states. These states have the technologies
of concern, providing them with economic and military advantages,
and these states will continue to enjoy these advantages under a policy
of supplier control.

Analysis of the metaphorical basis of security policy can thus serve
to reveal the constructed nature of international security. It is a
construction of the imagination, but of the political imagination. It
therefore matters a great deal who is doing the imagining, and what
the implications are of the resultant image. We cannot eliminate
metaphor from the practice of security. However, by including its
analysis within the critical study of security, we can reveal these
foundational imaginings and normative commitments of those
choosing particular metaphors. Ultimately, the analysis of metaphor
is a route to the opening of alternatives in international security,
alternatives that are rooted in the commitments of those making the
choice of metaphors. The focus on metaphor, then, begins to address
at least two of the concerns of a critical security study: it provides a
methodological tool for understanding security as a historically
specific construction, and it serves to return politics to a study
depoliticized by the epistemological assumptions of the traditional
approaches.
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Changing Worlds of Security

 
KARIN M.FIERKE

In recent years scholars of International Relations have been
preoccupied with redefining security, which implies that the meaning
of this concept as used in the Cold War context has changed.1 The
purpose of this article is to return to the rough ground of the everyday
language of the Cold War and its aftermath to trace the changes that
gave rise to these definitional questions on the part of scholars. The
task is not to ask how we should redefine security but, rather, what
the meaning of security for actors was within this context and how
this world was transformed, given the regularities and constraints
assumed by the logic of security dilemmas.

Arguments that the West won the Cold War have become a standard
feature of public and academic discourse. In a recent article, Charles
Kegley raised questions about this or other overly hasty and single-
cause explanations for the transformation of the East-West
relationship.2 He calls for a more thorough investigation, an openness
to multiple causal relationships, and presents a metaphor of autopsy
to lend coherence to a set of procedures for future coroners to follow.
While sympathetic to Kegley’s critique, and the need to look more
broadly at this context, I argue that the autopsy metaphor, insofar as
it relies on procedures adopted from the natural sciences, will not
solve the problem he identifies because, based on these procedures,
the scientist brings a set of meanings to the world he or she analyzes.

8
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The task in this case is to trace a change in the meanings political
actors attached to practices of security.

The scientist, like Kegley’s coroner, begins by positing the object of
explanation (identifying the body), fixing the meaning of terms, and
establishing relationships, after which he looks at the world. To fix is
to hold the meaning of words in place on the basis of the scientist’s
definitions. Another way of proceeding, more appropriate to the
analysis of change, is to approach the context, that is, the social
relationships in which meanings are embedded, directly. This involves
examining the positioning of subjects or objects in relation to others,
their meaning within a whole: how the actors themselves establish
boundaries and act within a particular time and place, what kinds of
distinctions are made, what kinds of relationships are contrasted, what
types of language games are played, what actors in different positions
do, and the meaning of these acts within a context. In undertaking
this analysis, I draw on several themes from the work of Ludwig
Wittgenstein, particularly his Philosophical Investigations.3

RULES AND LANGUAGE GAMES

A central point of the hermeneutic critique of positivism was that
social activity could not be simply observed without taking into account
the meanings that social actors attach to their actions. Rules are a
part of social life, as well as meaningful speech and other forms of
action, and we cannot begin to have knowledge of a context in the
absence of knowledge of the conventions by which practice is
constituted. Rules often makes us think of games. Because game
metaphors have been so important in the field of International
Relations, this may be a useful place to explore briefly a contrast
between the assumptions of procedures drawing on a natural science
model as opposed to a more explicitly social alternative.

Kenneth Waltz’s neorealism has often been conceptualized in terms
of a billiard game. The metaphor tells us something about the
assumptions of this model of interstate relations. The billiard ball has
a hard crust. We cannot see inside it. The insides of each ball are
identical, as far as the observer can see. Any movement of a ball on
the table arises not from the ball itself; it is, rather, propelled across
the surface on impact from another ball or changes course as it collides
with the rim of the table. The cause of action is outside and independent
of any one billiard ball.
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A different game illustrates the underlying assumptions of an
approach that begins with a notion of social rules. In a game of chess
individual players have to think strategically in making moves. Notice
already that the focus is on the players, not on the objects, as in the
billiards metaphor. When applied to International Relations, no
mention is ever made of those who initiate the movement of the billiard
balls. In a game of chess, movement of the pieces is not determined, as
in the example above; rather, in making any move from a particular
place on the board or with a particular piece, for instance, a knight or
bishop, the player employs the rules of the game. This is not to suggest
that she cannot cheat or break a rule—this is given by its existence—
instead, as long as two players are playing chess, any meaningful or
strategic move will depend on the rules by which the game is
constituted, which may be either followed or broken. If one player
does not know the rules and says he wants to learn them, but the
other says, “Sorry, they are a secret,” it is not possible to proceed with
the game. If one player starts playing according to the rules of
Monopoly, we cannot say that this is a game of chess. The point is
that the rules are public in nature, shared by both players. In playing,
action is not determined by the rules, but players follow rules in acting.

One question one might ask is why a particular move rather than
another was made, that is, what were the intentions of the player.
This has been the focus of many hermeneutic approaches. My focus,
however, is the public nature of the rules themselves and how these
rules provide a tool for mapping moves in a changing game in order
to gain knowledge of the nature of the game and its transformation
over time.

The public nature of these rules points to the centrality of language
in either learning or knowing how to proceed with a particular kind
of game. Public, in this case, refers to the social nature of meaning
and language, in contrast to arguments that both originate with mental
processes. Wittgenstein argued against the idea of “private language.”4

While experience may be individual, it can only be meaningfully
understood or communicated to others on the basis of a language
whose rules are shared. These rules must continuously be projected
into new contexts in which their meaning may change. It is not possible
to simply observe behavior, to understand its meaning, without
analyzing the language games by which action is structured, any more
than we know or can learn the meaning of various pieces of chess or



226 · KARIN M.FIERKE

the rules by which they are used in the absence of language. Language
is woven into the range of acts constituting a game, and language is
the vehicle by which we are socialized into or learn the rules of how to
proceed in any context. Analysis of this kind, of changing language
games, makes it possible to identify a degree of coherence, at least in
the contexts analyzed here, that is often presumed to be missing at the
international level. This coherence cannot simply be observed in nature;
it has to be recovered from a context, by returning to the rough ground
to see what actors are doing, what rules they follow, and how they
make different kinds of moves from any one position in social space.

LANGUAGE GAMES AND FORMS OF LIFE

The language games of a specific culture, the fact that they are shared
games, rich with meaning, tell us something about the contours of a
world. Within the culture of the Cold War, security is the glue by
which multiple language games are bound. The English term domestic
derives from the Latin domus, meaning home or house. Similarly, the
Russian word for house is dom.5 The use of the word domestic to
describe the internal sphere of the state is rooted in the grammar of a
particular kind of space, a home, which is occupied by particular kinds
of human beings, that is, families. Security within this world belongs
to the same grammar. The use of the word social with security emerges
along with the increased role of the state in providing certain types of
services or care traditionally left to the family, and in the post-World
War II world, it was followed by the language of national security,
defining an explicitly protective relationship between a state and its
citizens. The elevation of security to the state level involved
conceptualizing states in terms of families, homes, and the protection
and security they are presumed to provide.

Metaphors of homes providing security to a family are not specific
to the Cold War but relate to a longer tradition of conceptualizing
security in terms of particular kinds of structures whose boundaries
distinguish the intimate relations inside from those who threaten from
outside. What now finds expression in metaphor can be traced back
to historical forms of life that continue to be meaningful in
conceptualizing relationships between more abstract entities such as
states. The medieval fortress was composed of impenetrable walls
intended to keep out enemies. The impenetrable walls of the fortress
or castle existed to protect the more intimate relations inside from
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those outside who potentially threatened to penetrate those barriers.
When deterrence, during the Cold War, was referred to as a foundation
of Western security, the structural metaphor conveyed a similar
meaning that the nuclear threat worked to keep the Eastern enemy
out of the nuclear fortress occupied by the transatlantic alliance. When
General-Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev conceptualized changing
security relations in terms of a common house, or when NATO
proposed a new architecture, the structural metaphor spatialized the
security relationship, insofar as structures construct walls distinguishing
those inside from those outside. The insides and outsides of
Gorbachev’s “common house” were quite different from those of the
architecture, and it was precisely the boundaries and definition of
Europe, as well as who was inside and who out, that were at stake.

Marriage and courtship are also forms of human life that in an
earlier period were practices constituting diplomacy.
Conceptualizations of the classical European balance of power rely
on related language games. Take, for instance, the following discussion
of the working of that system:
 

With more than two states, the politics of power turn on the diplomacy
by which alliances are made, maintained, and disrupted. Flexibility of
alignment means that the country one is wooing may prefer another
suitor and that one’s present alliance partner may defect. A state’s
strategy must please a potential or satisfy a present partner…. Similarly,
with a number of approximately equal states, strategy is at least partly
made for the sake of attracting and holding partners. Suitors alter their
appearance and adapt their behavior to increase their eligibility…. Ever
since the Napoleonic wars many had believed that the “Republic” and
the “Cossack” could never become engaged, let alone contract a
marriage. The wooing of France and Russia, with each adapting
somewhat to the other, was nevertheless consummated in the alliance
of I894 and duly produced the Triple Entente as its progeny.6

 
While the language of courtship structures our understanding of the
classical European balance of power, language games relating to
intimacy also constituted alliance relations during the Cold War, and
by comparing the two, both the common origin and the distinction in
the rules structuring the two eras become evident. Within the context
of the Cold War both NATO and Warsaw Pact refer to each other as
neighboring “families.” The NATO discourse is filled with language
games relating to the commitment between two partners, the United



228 · KARIN M.FIERKE

States and Western Europe, which is directly related to the central
speech act by which they are united, the promise of the nuclear
guarantee. The following is one of the more blatant examples of this
language game:
 

The United States and Europe are an old couple. Almost forty years
of marriage is a long time at the end of the twentieth century. The
knot was tied at the end of the 1940s in a storm of passion…. The
U.S.—European relationship has never really fully developed; it has
never acquired the calm resignation of those couples who understand
that, while their love is imperfect, wisdom and happiness in some
ways involve a readiness to live with the faults and shortcomings of
the other party….The U.S.—European couple cannot be divorced.
For the United States, such a divorce would mean surrendering the
role of superpower; for Europe, it would mean re-examination of
everything which it has been since 1945. But can this couple devise a
relationship which, while no longer exclusive, would remain
privileged?7

 
While security during the Cold War is heir to an earlier culture of
international relations, it shares only a family resemblance, as they
are structured by two different sets of rules that are quite opposite.
The classical European balance of power worked largely to prevent a
major power from securing the space of a smaller state in anything
more than a temporary sense. The language of the classical balance of
power was one of courtship and wooing, not permanent alliance. It is
only with the Cold War that this game of courtship is replaced by one
of commitment and marriage and with it the securing of spaces larger
than particular states on what seemed to be a permanent basis. Most
noteworthy about the map of Europe during the forty or so years of
the Cold War was that it was frozen or secured in place. There was no
movement from one alliance to another; to have done so would have
been to risk nuclear war.

Both the difference and the commonality of the two eras are
expressed in a grammar of intimate relations. Here I use grammar
to refer to a particular region of language involving clusters of related
concepts, including adjectives, nouns, and verbs that we recognize
as related on the basis of a particular language, in this case English,
and that contain the range of possible moves from any one position.
The notion that a grammar structures knowledge of alliance
formation in different historical contexts is significant on two levels.
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First, the distinctions illustrate the relationship between contextual
games and particular cultural forms. As will be explored below,
NATO’S nuclear family is structurally similar to cultural
representations of the nuclear family in the West in the post-World
War II context. Knowledge of actors and action at the international
level relies on cultural forms; language games from one level of human
experience are projected metaphorically to the realm of interstate
relations.8 Second, these language games construct particular spatial
distinctions that emphasize certain aspects of identity while obscuring
others. The heterogeneous national landscape of Europe, or its
numerous divisions into separate states, fades against the background
of a spatial division between two blocs, East and West. Western and
Eastern Europe are homogenized, constructed as members of a single
family, sharing a single set of values, contrasted with those of the
“other” family. This particular distinction between families relies
on a much different division of space than the courtship games of an
earlier period, within which separate European states wooed or
attempted to remain attractive in a context of ever-changing affairs.
The point is that language games construct a field of action that is
defined by specific possibilities.

The remainder of this essay is based on an analysis of changing
grammars related to language games of structure and intimate relations
spanning a period from the mid–1970s to the first half of 1994. The
analysis is drawn from a large number of texts from several actors,
both state and nonstate, in the East and West. The analysis is presented
in a narrative form in which I attempt to demonstrate the forms of
action characteristic of each player at particular points in time and
how the games begin to change as actors make different moves,
drawing on the possibilities belonging to one grammar or the other.
Only direct quotations have been documented, but all references to
attributes or actions belonging to one grammar or the other are based
on their recurrence in text after text by different authors at particular
points in time. It is not possible for purposes of publication to include
either the detailed references or the complete bibliography. Readers
interested in this information are encouraged to consult the larger
study.9 The exercise is primarily descriptive in nature, attempting to
trace changes in language games related to security and thereby to say
something about the context from which current questions about
redefining security have emerged.
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FAMILY AFFAIRS

Language games of family structure the public texts of both alliances
during the Cold War in slightly different ways. Both rely on a grammar
of security, but the structuring rules of each family are different. This
does not mean that any one writer is forced to use exactly the same
words, but that they draw on a shared language comprising clusters
of concepts belonging to a grammar of families and security. The
following story illustrates the structure of relationships underlying this
versatile grammar at the beginning of the I980s. A main point is that
these do not represent the interpretations of individuals but, rather, a
public language that reappears again and again and, subsequently,
constitutes the identities of NATO and the Warsaw Pact as well as
knowledge of what they do.

The relationship between the NATO discourse of security and the
construction of NATO as a family is evident from the texts of this
organization in the early 1980s. The nuclear family of the West is
built on a commitment between a stronger partner and a weaker
one. The title of one article in the NATO Review, “The Atlantic
Family—Managing Its Problems,” names the metaphor directly.10

This family includes partners whose stable relationship is
characterized by commitment, faithfulness, duties, responsibilities,
common burdens, and obligations. The stronger partner has gotten
into the habit of making most of the decisions, however, partly
because of his more global responsibilities, in contrast to the primarily
domestic responsibilities of the other. This relationship, which “is
now an old one,”11 has become no less intense over the years. The
partners are bound by what bound them forty years ago, and they
would not feel safe if they could not rely on each other. As one partner
described it, “their safety and ours are one.”12; “we were with you
and are with you now, our hopes are your hopes, your destiny is our
destiny.”13

The stable and secure relationship of NATO’S nuclear family is
based on a foundation of values and friendship, as well as inequality,
given that the two differ in capabilities. The stronger one offers
protection and ensures the security of the weaker, who cannot feel
secure on her own, in the face of the Soviet Union, who wants to
isolate the two, making the feminine partner docile, productive, and
supportive. The main objective of the Soviet Union is to split or
decouple the partners.
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The neighboring enemy to the East also refers to its unit as a
family, although based on different values. They occupy a home, but
it seems to be a very masculine family, fraternal and attached to a
fatherland, where everyone is said to be equal. It is a particular kind
of individual that is protected by the fraternal family, the laborer,
and the socialist system in which he labors. Like NATO, the Soviet
Union is concerned with preventing a shattering of the unity of this
family by an interference in its domestic space. Poland, in the early
I980s, is a key concern precisely because it is the place where this
interference is said to be most evident, and a space most vital to the
maintenance of international security. Actors in both households are
concerned that their unity is being shattered; both are protecting a
set of values. This difference in values is said to be the cause of
conflict between them.

In the West, security was inseparable from the need to secure the
space of Western Europe, the securing of a feminine object by a
masculine subject, the United States. The relationship was consensual,
based on a shared history and culture, and less imposed by the
Americans than desired by the Europeans—although the balance
between these two was precarious—but the relationship, nonetheless,
involved the securing of a larger continental space by an external
power. While the Warsaw Pact also presents itself as a family, the
Soviet Union actually focuses its gaze, like the United States, on
Western Europe and its relationship with the United States. The Soviet
Union transforms the hierarchical commitment and need expressed
by NATO into the imposed obedience of Western Europe to the diktat
of the United States. For the Soviet Union, the Western alliance is a
form of imprisonment, done by people overseas, not present, not
part of the European continent. While Western Europe was the
feminine object that held each superpower’s attention, Eastern Europe
lacked any identity whatsoever, largely invisible, nondescript,
historically abandoned, visible only as a domestic space in which
the West should not interfere. The two family spheres in East and
West, as well as the security dilemma constituted between them, were
mutually reinforcing, a family feud in which the Other was not to be
trusted because of the lack of correspondence between words and
deeds.

In the early 1980s, both East and West are consumed by the need
to keep their families together, in light of a renewed threat from the
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Other and the activities of a “younger generation,” which begins to
question the fundamental values on which each family is based. The
naming of oppositional movements as a younger generation is
particularly evident in NATO documents, in which the Western peace
movement is characterized, among other things, as “immature, naive,
and irresponsible.”14 The connotation of this particular label is that
these movements are made up of rebellious kids reminiscent of the
1960s.15 Participants in the peace movements have not been
necessarily young, however, as various opinion polls have
demonstrated.16 This labeling effort on the part of NATO
communicates a particular image of these movements and what they
are about, that is, overturning a set of values by which peace has
been maintained in Europe since World War II. While Eastern
European dissidents are cast in less familial terms by state officials,
the conflict has been discussed by many as the difference between
the World War II generation and those who grew up in the relative
wealth and security of the postwar period.17

While the two families are concerned with providing security for
their domestic spaces, the younger generation in each house is
attempting to emancipate itself from the destructive practices of its
respective family. In this sense the critical movements take these
language games of security very seriously: while the families claim to
provide security, the oppositional movements expose or rename this
security as a source of insecurity. Their actions relate to this same
grammar of families or intimate relationships, but they make a different
move in the game, based on a renaming of the relationship.
Emancipation, and the cluster of concepts belonging to it, is a game
that can belong to a grammar of families,18 but it is not within the
realm of possibility in alliance games based on the permanence of a
particular family structure. The structuring role of these concepts is
evident in the texts of Solidarity and the Western European peace
movement.

The central value of the Eastern house is protecting workers in the
process of building socialism. Yet as the protector becomes a source
of threat to workers, KOR (Worker’s Defence Committee), and later
Solidarity in Poland, attempt to expose abuse by the party and state
of those rights that the latter has promised to protect, both in its own
constitution and in signing the international Helsinki accords. The
younger generation is revolting against the oppressive control of the
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family over all spheres of life and wants to open up a dialogue with
the government so that society can take its fate into its own hands,
speak with its own voice, and develop its own self-governing and
independent institutions.

In the West, while the alliance partners claim to be protecting the
Western family, the acquisition of more and more sophisticated
weapons as well as heightened tensions between the two families are
making many feel insecure. While the family names the neighbor as
the source of threat, the peace movement names the deployment of a
new generation of weapons, as well as nuclear weapons and deterrence
in general, as the primary threat. Like Solidarity, the Western peace
movement is busy exposing a distinction between the words and the
deeds of the older generation.

Social movements in both houses are calling for emancipation from
a particular form of politics, a politics that has become a source of
insecurity. At the international level, talk between the two households,
in its present form, serves only to fix the antagonistic relationship
between them. The main function of this antagonism, and the
negotiations by which it is preserved, is in their view to discipline the
younger generation and the alliance partners. That which the alliance
names a relationship of security and protection, the Western European
peace movement renames a relationship of dependence and submission.
They call on Europeans within each alliance to reclaim responsibility
for their own lives by taking a more independent role, disengaging
from the military side of the relationship, and liberating themselves
from the ideology of the Cold War. Common security between East
and West requires loosening the hold of the two families and opening
up spaces for more voices to speak.

The foundations of each bloc enclose two different kinds of
families—neighbors who cannot get along because of a difference in
values. In both houses the younger generation is making different
moves within these family games, pointing out the distinction between
the claim to provide security and protection and what is in fact being
done. The analysis can be broadened by looking at the relationship
between these family games and a structural change over a longer
period of time. The structural grammar was recovered from a larger
range of documents, involving the same actors, covering the period
from 1975 to 1991? when the Soviet Union collapsed. This involved
pulling out predicates related to a range of attributes, from ceilings
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to walls to foundations, as well as a range of possible moves, both
active and passive (for instance, maintaining, building, eroding,
undermining, restoring, and so on), and attempting to delineate
patterns of action attached to specific actors. What follows is a rough
sketch of moves in language games by which the structures of the
Cold War were dismantled. Following this I will return to the further
transformation of both security grammars in the post-Cold War
world.

DISMANTLING THE COLD WAR STRUCTURES

In the mid–1970s, at the height of detente, following the signing of
the Helsinki Final Act by the states participating in the Conference on
Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE), both superpowers engage
in acts of structural maintenance. The North Atlantic Treaty
Organization provides a framework that rests on the foundations of
deterrence capability and transatlantic ties; NATO is a political
structure furnished with military means, a structure whose central
task is one of maintaining deterrence, defense capabilities, and the
political cohesion that provides the cement of the foundation. Likewise,
the socialist family of the Eastern bloc also provides a framework that
rests on the foundations of socialist production, Marxism-Leninism,
and the unity of the socialist countries. The socialist alliance is the
cornerstone of relations between the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe.
As in NATO, maintenance is a central task of the Warsaw Pact, in this
case the object of which is socialism, peace, and equilibrium. Detente
also provides a framework that needs to be maintained.

Within the detente framework the West is facing several problems
maintaining its own security structure; it is proving difficult in the
context of a deteriorating economy to convince Western publics to
pay for defense, against the background of relaxed superpower
relations. Despite these economic problems, no one at this point believes
the welfare state, which is seen as a barrier to Soviet political intentions
in Western Europe, can be dismantled. The North Atlantic Treaty
Organization is concerned that the Soviet Union, in the meantime, is
building up its military potential and attempting to undermine the
internal politics of the West. It is believed that this combination of
factors may make it possible for the Soviet Union to fulfill its ultimate
objective of dismantling the NATO alliance and separating Europe
from America.
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The Soviet Union expresses confidence at this point that socialism
is being built in Eastern Europe and maintains a consistent policy that
the military organizations of the two blocs should be dismantled. By
1977, however, the Soviet Union becomes increasingly concerned that
the Eastern foundations, as well as the framework of detente, are being
undermined by the West. One source of concern is the development of
momentum in the United States to restore the deteriorating foundations
of deterrence. In conjunction with this, the SALT II Treaty is being
undermined, as are the social and political systems in the East, as
evidenced by Charter 77 and other human rights groups, whose
activities are said to be orchestrated by the United States.

At about the same time, KOR forms in Poland, followed a few
years later by Solidarity, and with it a conflict between workers
attempting to dismantle totalitarianism and the party attempting to
restore order. Notice the relationship between dismantling and
restoring. There is an oppositional relationship between the two forms
of action, accompanied by a different naming of the object of action,
which for Solidarity is totalitarianism and for the government,
socialism. According to the government, the foundations of socialism
are eroding as a result of this conflict. The government argues that the
West is attempting to undermine socialism and that the leaderships of
KOR and Solidarity, as distinguished from the mass of workers, are
its puppets. As it is forced underground with the implementation of
martial law, Solidarity continues with its efforts to construct
independent Polish institutions.

In the West in 1979, NATO begins the restoration effort with the
decision to deploy cruise and Pershing II missiles in five European
countries. Ronald Reagan is elected to office in the United States on a
platform to restore both the American defense posture and the
economy. The restoration effort involves movement toward a
countervailing strategy, based on arguments that a MAD (mutually
assured destruction) posture is an inadequate basis for the American
strategic commitment to Europe. In response, a mass peace movement
emerges in Europe, particularly in the five NATO countries slated for
deployment. At the basis of many of these movements is a rejection of
deterrence and of arguments that peace can only be built on trust. In
contrast to NATO claims that nuclear deterrence preserves peace, the
peace movements question whether the arms race contributes to
security or undermines it, given the movement toward a first-strike
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strategy and the increasing destructive power of nuclear weapons.
The peace movement is attempting to build a new power base within
Western European societies, and similar to Charter 77 and Solidarity,
it argues that this base has to be built outside established political
institutions.

President Reagan and NATO, following on the coattails of the
Committee on the Present Danger, undertake efforts to restore the
nuclear deterrent. Related to this, Reagan sets out to restore the
American economy by cutting back on government bureaucracy. In
order to restore America’s position in the world, it is necessary to
increase spending for defense in order to rebuild systems that have
become antiquated through years of neglect. This can only be done
by restoring the economy, which is held back by bureaucratic
stagnation.

While the initial concerns stimulating this restoration effort were a
Soviet buildup and erosion of the nuclear deterrent, by I982 and 1983
it is the “unilateralist” peace movement that is undermining and
eroding the Western foundation, and the Soviet Union, it is claimed,
will use this to its advantage. NATO is increasingly pulled apart by
the conflicting demands of public opinion and the rhetoric and policies
of President Reagan. The source of the renewed fear of nuclear war is,
however, attributed to a change of consciousness, which is part of a
psychological war waged by the Soviet Union against the West, aimed
at undermining its will to preserve its way of life.

As the deployments in Europe begin in 1983, Reagan is confronted
with his own domestic battles over the Nuclear Freeze proposal that
has been introduced into Congress. In April he announces the Strategic
Defense Initiative (SDI) as an alternative to nuclear deterrence, stating,
“What if free people could live secure in the knowledge that their
security did not rest upon a threat of instant retaliation.”19 He presents
a future when security would not rest on the foundation of deterrence
but argues instead that it is necessary in the meantime for the United
States to remain constant in preserving and maintaining deterrence.
The deployments proceed and Reagan is reelected by a landslide, but
the alliance continues to be threatened with the erosion of its
foundations. The concern of 1980 and 1981 about erosion of the
deterrent resulting from Soviet actions is replaced by concern about
the erosion of public support on which that deterrent is based. The
conflict is qualitatively different from past conflicts within the alliance;
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it is not just a routine conflict between states within NATO but points
to the crumbling framework within which defense debates have been
conducted throughout the postwar years. The deployments have gone
ahead, but the consensus on which alliance policy is based has all but
collapsed.

Part of the Western European peace movement has a two—pronged
strategy, and as deployments begin they shift attention to the other
part of this strategy. The focus prior to 1983 was attempting to
persuade national governments to refuse deployments. The second
objective, articulated in the END (European Nuclear Disarmament)
appeal of 1980, begins with a renaming of the two mutually sustaining
structures of the Cold War. It is not one side or the other that is
maintained by the practices of the superpowers, but the Cold War
itself. The objective is to dismantle this structure and break down the
barriers separating East and West. While the central actions of the
two superpowers—restoring, maintaining, undermining—are acts
undertaken with military tools, the dismantling actions of independent
movements are directed more at the ideological structures in which
the military actions of the arms race are embedded. Dismantling takes
the form of beginning a dialogue with independent counterparts in
Eastern Europe.

Within the context of the Cold War, movements on the two sides
are by definition at cross-purposes with each other. Western authorities
see the population as prey to a psychological war, on the part of the
Soviets, relating to issues of peace; Charter 77 and Solidarity, according
to the Soviet Union, are stimulated by a psychological war on the part
of the West. The United States cheers on the latter; the Soviet Union
the former. There is a direct relationship between the maintaining and
the undermining efforts of each bloc—these are the rules structuring
the inter bloc relationship. The dismantling effect of this dialogue can
be understood within the framework of Václav Havel’s argument that
the dissident’s act of breaking the rules disrupts the game itself and
exposes it as a game, as convention, rather than permanent necessity.20

From the perspective of the Soviet Union this dialogue effort by END
is aimed at undermining the antiwar movement and the socialist system.
The attempt to develop a dialogue between Western peace movements,
whose disarmament demands have been cheered on by the Soviet
Union, and independent initiatives in the Eastern bloc creates a blurring
of the distinction between friend and enemy.



238 · KARIN M.FIERKE

Part of the dialogue effort is to restore the Helsinki Final Act to its
original meaning. Although Helsinki has been interpreted as cementing
the status quo and the Cold War division, it contains possibilities for
breaking up the bipolar structures. Helsinki does not cement the
division of Europe but opens the door for change toward a pluralistic
Europe. This involves building a civil society that transcends national
frontiers while dismantling the Cold War.

As this restoration effort is under way, NATO is increasingly divided
in 1985 and 1986 by concerns that SDI is undermining arms control,
while the Soviet Union is concerned that it will destroy the foundations
for a normal relationship between the two sides. In response, the Soviet
Union begins to talk of restoring the balance through reciprocal actions.
Reagan, on the other hand, is increasingly concerned that his plans
are being undermined by domestic critics and particularly those who
hold the purse strings in Congress.

Reagan’s SDI creates new divisions in the alliance at a time when
it has not yet recovered from the domestic battles over the cruise
and Pershing II missiles. The NATO house is still suffering from
erosion, and this erosion and the deep cracks in the structure are
recognized by the Soviet Union. By I986 the bipartisan support on
which the foreign policy consensus in Europe rested has collapsed,
there is an increasing distance between the United States and Europe
(in part because of SDI), and the Soviet Union is aware of this erosion.
In addition, the image of the Soviet Union as a threat has begun to
disappear, which is a further blow to NATO cohesion: “Without a
common perception every NATO activity is undermined.”21 The
common perception of a Soviet threat is fading among the Western
public—a trend that Mikhail Gorbachev encourages—and for many,
the United States poses an equal threat. On the one hand, Gorbachev
is undermining enemy images by taking unilateral steps, such as the
eighteen—month moratorium on nuclear weapons tests, and
shattering old views about nuclear deterrence and balance-of-power
politics. In addition to the double burden of maintaining a deterrent
and public consensus, NATO also has to concentrate on maintaining
its image. Further confusion emerges within the alliance as a result
of the unexpected outcome of the Reykjavík summit between the
superpowers, which is depicted alternatively as an assault on the
foundation of postwar strategy of both pacts or as a potentially
disastrous blow to Western security.
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As the Western security consensus crumbles, Gorbachev makes a
move to rename the future contours of the European security structure
by proposing to construct a European house, including both East
and West, which is closely related to the restructuring of the domestic
and foreign policies of the Soviet Union. Since 1983, NATO has
begun to emphasize a more European, as opposed to Atlantic, identity.
In 1984 attempts are made to breathe new life into the dormant
West European Union, and in 1985 Jacques Delors, chair of the
European Commission, launches a campaign for a new Europe free
of borders. Two models of Europe are being discussed at this time:
one building on Western institutions and the other, Gorbachev’s
house, emphasizing a historical European culture transcending the
East-West divide.

The SDI plan is undermining arms control; the popular consensus
that had underpinned NATO’S deterrent in the post-World War II
era is eroding; Reagan is concerned that Congress is undermining
SDI; there exist blueprints for two different European structures. It
is against this background that the peace offensive between the two
superpowers must be understood. At earlier stages, the superpowers
were doing the same things: maintaining and undermining. Now
they both are making moves in a different game belonging to the
same grammar. Gorbachev is restructuring, an action that shares a
family resemblance with restoring, but the building blocs are political
rather than military. His peace offensive is launched against balance-
of-power and deterrence thinking as a foundation of international
relations. Reagan focuses his offensive on breaking down the division
of Europe, but the condition for his change of course is the
technological and military solution of SDI. Both superpowers are
now negating the foundations of traditional deterrence, focusing on
the insecurity and fear on which it is based. Two different kinds of
solutions are offered: the technological solution of SDI and the
political solution of Gorbachev. Neither position is inconsistent with
past positions of their respective bloc: Reagan, emphasizing human
rights, wants to tear down the Berlin Wall, and Gorbachev, focusing
on disarmament, wants to dissolve the two alliances. What has
changed is the context in which the game is being played. The
crossbeams that kept the two separate parts of the Cold War structure
standing side by side are shifting: Eastern advocates of human rights
and Western advocates of peace—representing movements that
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challenged the foundations of their respective blocs—are talking to
each other and are doing so on the basis of principles agreed to by
states within the framework of Helsinki. That which was viewed as
merely a principle in 1975, given concerns about the possibilities for
implementation, has become the backdrop for action, in which human
rights and security, as well as a notion of detente characterized by
cross-bloc citizen contacts, are not weapons in the superpower conflict
but become a common frame of reference for actions aimed at
dismantling the Cold War and building a democratic and peaceful
Europe.

By the beginning of 1989 change is in the air but an end to the
division of Europe is not yet in sight, although there are hopes on
both sides for a gradual effort to overcome the bloc division. An
infrastructure of cooperation is being constructed between East and
West, in the form of treaties and accords both between the superpowers
and within the Helsinki process, but with the exception of Poland,
where roundtable negotiations between Solidarity and the Communist
Party begin, and Hungary, the Eastern European Communist Parties,
against the urgings of Gorbachev, are resisting change. As the iron
curtain between Hungary and Austria is dismantled in September 1989,
thousands of East Germans make their way to the Federal Republic of
Germany via Austria. Throughout the autumn the flow of East
Germans to the West continues, as massive demonstrations calling for
the dismantlement of the various East European Communist regimes
develop.

As the Berlin Wall collapses and remnants of the iron curtain are
dismantled in November 1989, followed by the dismantling of the
Warsaw Pact a little more than a year later, NATO is faced with the
task of defining a new identity. The collapse of the Eastern bloc also
means the breakdown of the Cold War structure, within which
NATO’S raison d’etre had been defined. In this sense, NATO has
come full circle from the beginning point of this analysis in the mid–
1970s, when many were questioning the future need for the alliance
in a context of relaxed tensions between East and West. NATO is
wondering whether it will survive in the absence of an enemy but is
quite clear that it should not be dismantled. Despite Soviet claims
that both alliances should be dissolved, NATO argues that the Soviet
Union remains a military power and therefore that NATO has to
remain intact.
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As in 1975, there is agreement about the need to build a European
security structure, but the foundations of this framework remain
unclear. There is a consensus that the structure should be based on the
rule of law and human rights. Nonetheless, the ground on which the
building should be constructed has not yet been established. While
Gorbachev continues building support for a common European house,
NATO has brought out its tools to contribute to the construction of a
new European architecture. Although there is no agreement about the
blueprints for the European structure in either bloc, the two general
themes are distinguished by the emphasis on the construction of a
new structure encompassing all of Europe, as opposed to eventually
constructing additions onto the Western framework. Both the common
house and the architecture are meant to be multidimensional structures
containing several different sections. Besides the greater connotation
of intimacy suggested by the metaphor of a house, the difference may
be that all the rooms in Gorbachev’s house would be equal, although
based on different societal models of which socialism would be one,
while the proposed architecture is designed on the basis of a Western
model, with a Western European pillar standing at the center that
interlocks with a variety of different institutions drawing the former
Eastern European satellites into dialogue and potential future
membership. The role of the Soviet Union in the architecture is
ambiguous.

The CSCE would provide the infrastructure of the common
European home, while it would be a central but not the defining feature
of the new architecture, within which it would complement NATO.
In 1990, the independent citizens’ initiatives in both blocs
institutionalize the detente—from—below process, by creating a
parallel citizens’ parliament of the official CSCE process, as a basis
for developing a pan—European civil society. The blueprint for this
parallel institution was drawn in 1988 at a seminar in Prague, which
would be the eventual setting of the new institution. Jiri Dienstbier,
one of the founders of this nongovernmental institution who after the
Velvet Revolution became Czech foreign minister, described this
Helsinki Citizen’s Assembly as “typical of the dramatic pressure which
has arisen due to the penetration of awakening freedom and
responsibility into the ossified structures of the Cold War.”22 While
the hope of the former Eastern European dissidents, many of whom
have now become members of government, had been for the
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transformation of NATO as it merged into an all-European security
structure covering the whole of Europe as well as North America and
the Soviet Union, they now approach NATO for the necessary support
for the fragile democracies of Eastern Europe, whose economies are
threatened in the aftermath of the collapse of the COMECON (Council
for Mutual Economic Assistance).

Both NATO and the former Eastern European satellites are aware
of the possibility that forces in the Soviet Union may attempt to
restore an authoritarian system, a possibility exemplified by the failed
coup against Gorbachev. Gorbachev, attempting to preserve the
foundations of socialism while restructuring the framework, is pulled
in two opposing directions by, on the one hand, the conservative
forces of the old Communist guard and, on the other, by demands
for more dramatic market reforms. In light of the further
disintegration of the Soviet economy and predictions of its
breakdown, his policies, both internal and external, are increasingly
viewed as a source of the Soviet Union’s economic problems. In 1991,
as the economy and the Soviet state further crumble, and the Soviet
Republics begin to dismantle the Union, the collapse of the Soviet
Union becomes inevitable.

REBUILDING THE STRUCTURE

Foundational metaphors played an important role in the naming
and construction of the Cold War. The stable foundations of
deterrence were responsible for preserving the security of the
transatlantic family for four decades. As the boundaries distinguishing
East and West begin to fade, a new competition emerges between
two different European spaces, each of which is bound in different
ways. In response to Gorbachev’s common house, including all the
CSCE countries, and a variety of rooms based on different models,
NATO proposes its European architecture within which it would
provide the central pillar of stability in a network of interlocking
institutions.

Another structural metaphor emerges about the same time that
serves to recast the shape of the architecture. The structures of the
Cold War in both East and West contained families who provided
security, two families whose acts of mutual maintenance held the Cold
War relationship in place. The form of life attached to the architecture
is quite different. The architecture has an anchor, a solid core, and a
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center from which bridges emanate in several directions, connecting
the core Europe to its previous-protector—become—equal—partner
(the United States), as well as the new neighbors in Eastern Europe
who want to rejoin Europe.

The relationships connected by these bridges are somewhat less
intimate than the transatlantic family; in place of the security and
protection provided by the American nuclear guarantee, the field shifts
to one defined by membership in a Western club, which is an investment
providing security benefits. In order to join NATO, potential members
must demonstrate that they possess assets. Membership in the Western
club is attached to conditions. Potential members, to become “normal,”
must demonstrate that they hold and act on a set of values growing
out of a common cultural heritage and attached to the Judeo-Christian
and Enlightenment tradition, which is said to be the opposite of
nationalism.

It should be noted that there is an intermediary step in the transition
from a security relationship structured by protector and protected to
one of club membership, based on assets and investments. In 1989 to
1990, as the Eastern bloc was transformed and as Gorbachev won the
trust of the West, NATO’S security becomes an insurance policy. The
logic of insurance demonstrates its role in this context as part of an
effort to convince public opinion of the need to continue to pay for
defenses at a time when the threat from the East seems to have
dissolved. One purchases insurance while healthy as a way of being
prepared for future sickness.

With the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the threat is no longer
another family, as in the Cold War, but the dangerous swirling waters
surrounding the bridge that threaten to engulf the West if not for the
NATO anchor. The dangers are now more likely to come from out of
the area, lacking any specific identity, or from nationalist conflicts,
especially in the former Yugoslavia, and the threat of renationalization,
which, it is feared, will spread to Western Europe. The main concern
is survival in these troubled waters, given the diffuseness of the threat,
its unpredictability, and the difficulty of making populations
understand the necessity of maintaining an active defense policy given
the disappearance of the Soviet threat.

The anchor, the bridge, the architecture, and the pillar are fixed
structures in dangerous seas, yet in 1993 these stable bounded images
begin to fade until they largely disappear (for the time being) in 1994.
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There is too much tension between the erecting of structures and the
language games being played in the new Russia. Lurking in the
background of NATO texts are alternative images of webs, fabrics,
networks. The webs or networks lack any clear boundaries
distinguishing outside and inside. Yet they are not without structure
or form. They are characterized by different, more intricate and
complex forms, with many beginnings and endings, many
interconnections. Structure is an objective, a rule from the past framing
knowledge of what makes for security, a rule projected into a future
where it is not working, where there is tension between these language
games and others within the world order.

STRUCTURES AND PARTNERS

Action, and particularly military action, requires a unitary identity
that is capable of projecting power outward. The United States and
the Soviet Union were such identities in the Cold War, but Europe,
after the collapse of this relationship, is having problems constructing
itself as a similar kind of unitary actor. Europe, as an identity, overlaps
with too many other identities that hold a tension between them, more
like the fabric whose boundaries are interwoven. This problem of
overlapping identities is a central tension in post-Cold War Europe, a
tension most evident in the relationship to the Soviet Union. The
architecture of NATO first arose as an idea in competition with
Gorbachev’s common house. The common house, which would have
enclosed the Soviet Union within Europe, was viewed by the West as
an extension of the traditional Soviet objective of decoupling Europe
from the United States, leaving it alone on the European continent
with the dominant military presence of the Soviet Union, even though
Gorbachev’s house, based as it was on the CSCE model, would have
included the United States and Canada. The architecture shifts the
center of gravity toward Western Europe. After the collapse of the
Soviet Union, questions arise about the appropriateness of Russian
membership in the European club. On the one hand, it is argued that
the Russian presence would overwhelm and dominate the smaller
countries of Eastern and Western Europe. On the other, there are
concerns about the consequences of isolating this large historic power.
Whether Russia should be inside or outside the architecture is central
in this division. The question itself is inseparable from the foundational
metaphor, insofar as structures constitute strict boundaries



CHANGING WORLDS OF SECURITY · 245

distinguishing an inside and an outside in a way that webs or networks
do not. Concerns about isolation in the post-Cold War world, however,
relate not only to Russia. The Europeans are concerned that the
Americans will return to isolationism now that the Cold War is over;
the Eastern Europeans fear that the West Europeans will isolate
themselves behind a new cordon sanitaire, leaving them once again
forgotten and alone.

The language games of the post-Cold War period, like those of the
Cold War, construct insides and outsides. One is either inside or outside
a structure, although in this case several are standing at the doorway
waiting to get in. While one can, with some difficulty, join a family,
joining or bringing in new members is a regular practice of clubs. One
can move from the outside to the inside of a club, and this issue of
who belongs and where precisely the boundaries of Europe will be
drawn is the source of tension.

The possible placement of Russia outside Europe, and the emphasis
on the West winning the Cold War, provides fuel to nationalists and
former communists in Russia who play on themes of reviving Russia’s
lost empire and place in the world. On the one hand, these actors
reinforce Russia’s isolation. On the other, there are clear signs that a
decision to move the boundaries of Europe eastward to include former
Soviet satellites would harden anti-Western feelings among the Russian
public and increase support for nationalists such as Vladimir
Zhirinovsky.

The responses of the former Eastern bloc countries, recently having
escaped the yoke of Soviet power, are anxiety and increased urgency
in their need to get inside the Western club. It is at this point that the
attempt to construct a European structure with clear insides and
outsides becomes problematic. To accept the Eastern Europeans into
NATO would only contribute to the construction of a new security
dilemma with the former superpower. It risks making Europe, and the
space occupied by former Eastern Europe, a place from which new
divisions and conflicts, potentially more dangerous than those of the
Cold War, may arise. Drawing lines in this context would contribute
not to the preservation of peace, as in the Cold War, but the
exacerbation of conflict at the heart of Europe.

In the first half of 1994, as this tension increases, the structural
metaphors fade into the background of NATO’S conceptualization of
European security and are replaced by the Partnership for Peace, in
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which the boundaries of Europe are more flexible, and the drawing of
lines distinguishing identities less important than the opening of
communication, dialogue, and the development of cooperation. The
purpose of the partnership, like the North Atlantic Cooperation
Council (NACC), is to draw Russia, as well as Eastern Europe, closer
to NATO.

Two different language games are being played by NATO, and
there is a tension between them. On the one hand, NATO projects a
rule from the past into this new context, that is, the rule that security
is equal to the construction of unitary identity surrounded by hard
boundaries, as reflected in the structural metaphors—an identity
capable of projecting power outward to stabilize and bring areas of
conflict under control. In 1994, for the first time in its history, NATO
uses its military power, in the context of the Bosnian conflict.

On the other hand, NATO makes a decision for the time being to
avoid drawing new lines around Europe. Instead of fixed spaces
connected by bridges, relationships are conceived, among others, in
terms of overlapping rings of love.23 The rings of love denote a form
quite different from that of either the courtship games of the classical
European balance of power or the Cold War families. The former
involved courtship and wooing, remaining attractive in order to be
able to change partners. In contrast, the Cold War was a permanent
commitment to one of two families representing quite different values
and gender relationships. With the rings of love, Europe (or at least
several countries of Europe) remains at the center but is woven in a
range of different partnerships that overlap, making it difficult to
distinguish its boundaries. The relationship between the intersection
of the rings in Europe to the United States, now in the periphery, is
quite different from the relationship to either Russia or the Eastern
European or European Economic Area countries. Europe is
constructed at the intersection of countries in the Western European
Union, NATO, the European Union, and the CSCE, and it is also
embedded in the UN. There are many overlapping identities and
relationships that limit freedom of movement but do not fix a space.
While military projection remains a possibility and is in fact being
undertaken for the first time, it is not the most evident choice in the
conflicts confronting NATO. Where it seems necessary, as in Bosnia,
it is difficult to construct sufficient unity to make military action
possible. The political side of identity and the necessity of dialogue
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are emphasized, given that the redrawing of lines would only create
the conditions for a new security dilemma, a realignment of identity,
and perhaps the renationalization of Europe. There is a tension
between the need to respond to the humanitarian disaster in Bosnia
and the desire to avoid hardening the lines between the West and
Russia or within the Alliance, given the range of different interests
and concerns that intersect in this conflict.

In the immediate aftermath of the Cold War, European state leaders
engage in a process of reconceptualizing Europe, a renaming that they
recognize is essential for defining their own possibilities for action in
the world, for knowing how to proceed.24 This reconceptualization,
while different from that of the Cold War, draws on familiar
conceptualizations of security in terms of some form of structure. On
the one hand, the possibility of a more equal marriage between the
transatlantic partners, as well as the possibility of divorce, is
entertained. On the other, the transatlantic partnership fades in
significance against the background of an expanding club and
overlapping rings of love. The new structure becomes increasingly
shaky as NATO is pulled between conflicting objectives or interests.
The problem is that this attempt to reconstitute a structure is in conflict
with other processes and potentialities in the “new world order” that
require a different kind of response, a different form of relationship
from the military relationships of the past.

CONCLUSION

Cold War language games of security are paradoxical. While the
American promise to use nuclear weapons in defense of Europe is an
expression of potential violence and destruction, it is framed in a
context of stable foundations enclosing families bound by commitment.
In this semantic disarrangement, properties conventionally ascribed
to one form of life, a family, are unconventionally ascribed to another,
a military alliance. In this act an otherwise abstract experience of a
promise binding populations on two distant continents is described in
the more understandable everyday language of the protection provided
by families. The act is not simply one of description, however; it also
replaces the destructive, fearful emotions associated with nuclear war
with positive emotions of safety and belonging.

Traditional game theory has been criticized for trivializing life-
and—death experiences at the international level by drawing on game
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metaphors. By contrast, the language games explored here are not
mere games but, rather, acts by which we are connected and
reconnected to a particular kind of experience.25 Alliance games
connect us to an everyday cultural experience of home. At the same
time, these language games organize and construct the identity of
NATO or the Warsaw Pact, creating and maintaining the sensibility
on which these “imagined communities” depend.26 The emancipatory
acts of social movements reverse the paradox, exposing the violence
and dependency underlying this external image of commitment and
protection.

Alliance identities within the Cold War were constructed as given,
that is, as belonging to a relational field defined by the permanence of
committed families occupying stable structures. It is the necessity of
these hierarchies that is called into question by emancipatory
movements. The cohesion of each alliance relationship depends on
acts that name the family as a source of security. In the early eighties,
each family is engaged in actions—movement toward a first-strike
strategy in the West and human rights abuses in the East—that the
movements rename as a source of insecurity. These acts of renaming
introduce a conflict over the interpretation of the meaning of acts by
each family. Once the necessity of a particular spatial field begins to
dissolve, new acts of naming recast the boundaries of possibility and
action in multiple ways.

This analysis has demonstrated an underlying continuity to changes
in the meaning of security. The central role historically of grammars
of structure and intimate relations, as well as the various forms in
which they have been expressed in different historical eras, is the basis
for distinguishing that which has changed. In contrast to the
deterministic notion of games or structure employed in theories of
International Relations—which not incidently emerged in the context
of the Cold War—the more fluid notion of language games makes it
possible to recognize that the current need to redefine security is
inseparable from practices in the real world by which the structures
and relationships of the Cold War were called into question.

In the process of challenging assumptions that the walls or intimate
relations provided security, social movements begin making different
moves—the maintenance activities of states are countered by the
dismantling acts of movements, accompanied by a renaming of the
relationships as sources of dependence, hierarchy, and danger. These
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challenges from outside recast the terms of the game. Both
superpowers begin to negate the foundations of deterrence, and
Gorbachev proposes a security structure based on a renaming of the
outsides and insides of Europe, which, like the social movement
efforts to restore the meaning of Helsinki, is based on the CSCE
model. The North Atlantic Treaty Organization also engages in an
act of renaming the boundaries that results in a new competition
between two different structures. With each move, as the game is
politicized or the space renamed, the relationships within or outside
spaces are also recast. As competition over the naming of the
European space emerges, the relationships become less intimate—
clubs rather than families—accompanied by the emergence of
different degrees of intimacy, as characterized by the rings of love
and the absence of clear boundaries between intimates and others. It
is difficult in the post—Cold War context to redefine the meaning of
security precisely because this concept has traditionally required the
drawing of lines and the building of walls to distinguish the space
occupied by intimates and others outside. We are faced with a choice
between security in this form as traditionally defined, a choice that
has become increasingly dangerous, or finding new forms of security
more fitting to a world of overlapping identities.
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INTRODUCTION

This chapter has two purposes, one theoretical, the other empirical.1

First, I try to show that the divide between mainstream International
Relations theory and so-called critical approaches is not as deep as
many authors, including some in this book, assume. In particular, I
argue that competing hypotheses can be derived from sophisticated
rationalist approaches to world politics as well as from social
constructivist assumptions and that these propositions can well be
evaluated empirically. It follows that I disagree with the commonly
held argument that the rationalist-constructivist divide pertains to both
ontological (that is, substantive) and epistemological assumptions, as
earlier work in the field claimed.2 Rationalists and social construe—
tivists can well agree with the logic of the “double hermeneutics”
(Hans-Georg Gadamer; Anthony Giddens) and maintain that rigorous
testing of competing assumptions is possible and that the resulting
truth claims can be decided through the inter subjective discourses of
the scholarly community. To denounce the latter as positivist is to
ignore at least the last twenty years of epistemological debates in social
sciences. This is not to deny that there is no epistemological divide.
But this divide resides inside the social constructivist camp itself

9



256 · THOMAS RISSE-KAPPEN

between those who maintain that truth claims can be decided by inter
subjective discourses and those who do not share that view (many
poststructuralists).

This chapter tries to make sense of the recent emergence of the United
Nations Security Council as a serious player in world politics and the
difficulties it faces to enforce a “new world order.” I argue that traditional
power—based approaches pertaining to U.S. hegemony in the post—
Cold War era or to strategic interests of the great powers cannot adequately
account for the evolution of UN activities. A norm-based explanation
emphasizing the gradual evolution of principles of multilateralism and
humanitarian intervention captures the empirical evidence of increasing
Security Council words and ambivalent deeds in terms of peacekeeping
and peacemaking to some extent. A social constructivist interpretation
can nevertheless account for the present confusion by pointing to inherent
contradictions in the liberal internationalist worldview on which these
norms of a new world order are based.

The chapter proceeds in three steps. First, I contrast two rational—
ist theories—U.S. hegemony and cooperation among great powers—
with a social constructivist approach to multilateral cooperation. The
discussion leads to three propositions to be evaluated in the empirical
part of the chapter. Second, I examine the gradual evolution of Security
Council resolutions pertaining to humanitarian interventions and
threats to international peace and security. Third, these words are
contrasted with UN deeds concerning peacekeeping in general, as well
as UN involvement during the Gulf War, in Somalia, and in the former
Yugoslavia.

THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO MULTILATERAL COOPERATION:
RATIONALISM VERSUS SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIVISM

In this part of the chapter, I contrast two approaches to multilateral
cooperation based on divergent paradigms of International Relations
theory. On the one hand, rational choice models exogenize the
preferences of actors and then theorize about the conditions under
which cooperation among self-interested and egoistic actors is possible.
On the other hand, social constructivist approaches argue that the
preferences of actors need to become part of the explanation if we
want to understand the emergence and the failure of international
cooperation. The two paradigms lead to diverging assumptions about
the prospects of multilateralism that can be evaluated empirically.
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Following John G.Ruggie, I define multilateralism as a specific form
of international cooperation based on the principles of “indivisibility”
(of the goods and values to be achieved, such as peace and security),
“nondiscrimination” (all parties to an agreement to be treated equally),
and “diffuse reciprocity” (parties do not rely on specific balanced
exchanges, but on the long-term expectation of equivalent gains).3

Rationalism: U.S. Hegemony or Minilateralism?

From a rational choice perspective, implementing the collective
security measures of the UN Charter poses a collective action problem
that can be represented as an n-person “prisoners’ dilemma.”4

Assuming that states calculate their own and the other players’
interests in rational cost-benefit terms (strategic rationality),
collaboration to provide the public good of international peace and
security should be unlikely in a multilateral environment. First, the
large number of players increases incentives for free riding. Second,
enforcing the cooperation necessary to produce the public good in a
multilateral setting requires excessive monitoring and compliance
capabilities. Third, the above-stated principles of multilateralism on
which the UN relies are unlikely to ensure enduring cooperation.
Studies of prisoners’ dilemma situations have shown, for example,
that strategies of specific reciprocity such as tit—for—tat combining
of incentives to cooperate with retaliation in case of defection are
more conducive to collaboration than reliance on some generalized
obligations. The norm of indivisibility also increases the incentive to
free ride, as members of the organization cannot be excluded from
the benefits provided by the institution.

In sum, an increasing role of the UN in maintaining international
peace and security is counterintuitive from a rational collective action
perspective, while lack of action (the former Yugoslavia) or retreat in
the face of difficulties (Somalia) could be easily explained. But
rationalist cooperation theory offers two perspectives on the conditions
under which such collective action problems could be solved—
hegemonic and convergence of interests among key actors.

American Hegemony in a Unipolar World?

Can the revival of the UN be explained as a function of reasserted
American hegemony in a unipolar post—Cold War world?5 And if so,
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why would the American hegemon need multilateral institutions to
legitimize its foreign policy, thereby risking constraints on its own
freedom of action through entanglement in the UN?

Hegemonic stability theory argues that international order can be
maintained if there is a hegemonic leader with such overwhelming
power capabilities that she can impose cooperation among the lesser
states.6 The hegemon can do so either through coercion or persuasion.
In the latter case, “benign hegemons” provide the public good in
question—for example, supplying the troops to drive Saddam Hussein
out of Kuwait or creating stability in Somalia. Her overwhelming
power also enables her to use side payments, issue linkage, and bribery
to induce the lesser states to acquiescence. Benign hegemony works
because (1) maintaining the international order is in the hegemon’s
interest because it confirms its power status; and (2) the hegemon
provides the public good—international stability—for the lesser powers
so that the latter can free ride on the former and have incentives to
acquiesce in the hegemonic power position.

This argument leads to the following proposition:

The more the U.S. considers its national interests at stake, the more the
UN Security Council will be willing to declare inter—and intrastate
conflicts as threats to international peace and security (Chapter VII of
UN Charter) and to implement such resolutions.

 
The variation in the willingness of the Security Council to enforce its
resolutions would then be a function of U.S. foreign policy decisions.
If we want to understand Security Council activities, we need to
examine activities in Washington, not in New York.

An empirical assessment of the proposition notwithstanding, there
are problems with the argument. Hegemonic powers have choices of
how to deal with smaller states. They can maintain international order
and stability through unilateral strategies, bilateral, or multilateral
arrangements. Why then does the United States opt for multilateralism
in the UN, thereby inevitably reducing its freedom of action? One could
argue that empire by consent pays off in the long run, while malign
hegemony relying on unilateral strategies involves continuing punishment
of smaller states and the constant expenditure of resources to suppress
potential rebellions.7 Because multilateralism gives at least the appearance
that smaller states are being heard, they are more likely to acquiesce to
hegemonic leadership in such a setting than in an imposed regime.
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But this argument only makes sense if the hegemon is willing to
encounter short-term losses (in terms of reduced decision-making
power) in the interest of long-term gains. In other words, benign
hegemony in a multilateral setting such as the UN hinges on whether
or not the hegemon has a low discount rate for the future and her
preference structure is geared toward long-term considerations. At
this point, rational choice considerations about hegemonic stability
reach their limits. The hegemon’s preference structure needs to be
analyzed. As John Ruggie puts it, “to determine why this particular
institutional agenda was pursued, it is inescapable at some point to
look more closely at this particular hegemon.”8

The second problem of hegemonic stability theory—either the
realist or the Gramscian version—pertains to its starting assumption
of a huge asymmetry between the material capabilities of the hegemon
and the rest of the world. It is highly questionable that the United
States currently holds such a hegemonic status. In 1987, for example,
the U.S. share of the world gross national product was 25 percent,
while the combined share of the other permanent members of the
Security Council plus Germany and Japan was 45 percent. As to
global military expenditures, the U.S. share was 30 percent as
compared to 45 percent of the other six leading states.9 With regard
to nuclear weapons, Russia remains a formidable power retaining
its second—strike capability. Only if the ability to project
conventional military force globally were all that counted today
would the United States be in a superior position compared to other
states. While this latter capability provides the United States with
some unique bargaining leverage as to the implementation of Security
Council resolutions, it does not constitute hegemonic status in the
sense of the theory. But rational choice arguments are not finished
because of the theoretical and empirical pitfalls of hegemonic stability
theory.

Minilateralism: Cooperation among Core Powers

The assumption that hegemonic stability provides the only solution to
collective action problems of utility-maximizing and self-interested
actors has been successfully challenged by rationalist regime analysis.
Game theory has shown theoretically that there are nonhegemonic
cooperative solutions to collaboration problems of the prisoners’
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dilemma variety depending on the “shadow of the future,” the number
of players, and the strategies used.10 Regime analysis has demonstrated
that international institutions can facilitate cooperation by providing
rules, norms, and procedures for negotiating agreements, by lowering
the transaction costs of cooperation, and by supplying information to
reduce uncertainty about motivations of actors.11

One could argue that UN peacekeeping operations have evolved
over the years into a partial security regime with specific rules and
decision-making procedures. Peacekeeping forces have been used for
a variety of purposes—from monitoring armistice agreements and the
provision of humanitarian assistance to the supervision of elections.
The irony is that peacekeeping originated as an institutional response
by the secretary-general to the Security Council’s lack of ability or
willingness during the Cold War to fulfil its collective security functions
envisioned in the Charter.12

The development of a UN peacekeeping regime during the Cold
War provided an institutionalized solution to the collective security
problems with which the Security Council was confronted in the
post-Cold War era. It was, therefore, only natural that the revival of
Chapter VII measures by the Security Council used the peacekeeping
instruments as its starting point and then expanded the scope and
the tasks of the regime. While the existence of a regime explains the
institutional pathway that the Security Council chose to become more
activist in terms of Chapter VII, it does not explain the renewed
activism itself.

Game theory has argued that collaboration problems involving a
high number of players can be overcome, if a k group can be identified,
a small number of key players “whose cooperation would ensure
resolution of the dilemma, no matter what the others (n-k) did.”13

Such a core group for whom the benefits of cooperation outweigh the
costs independently from the behavior of the others exists in many
multilateral settings. Public choice theory also talks of “minimal
contributing sets” as the group of actors that together may provide a
public good if they cooperate. Miles Kahler has shown that many
post-World War II multilateral institutions depended on such
“minilateral” solutions of great power cooperation.14

The Security Council provides an institutionalized basis for a k-
group solution to the collaboration problem involved in a large
multilateral setting. First, it privileges the great powers by providing
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them with a permanent seat plus the right to veto. Thus, the setting
ensures that the minimal contributing set in world politics is represented
and cannot be overruled (except for Japan and Germany, of course).
Second, the Security Council embeds the minilateral solution of great
power politics into a larger multilateral framework through an
elaborate scheme of representing countries from various regions of
the world on a rotating basis. As a result, a representative sample of
about 10 percent of the UN member states is constantly participating
in Security Council decisions.15

The discussion then leads to a second proposition:

The more the permanent members of the Security Council
consider their national interests at stake, the more the Security
Council will be willing to declare inter—and intrastate conflicts
as threats to international peace and security and to implement
such resolutions.

 
Institutionalizing a core group solution to the collective action problems
of maintaining international peace and security does not ensure
cooperation among the core states. The lack of agreement among the
permanent members (P–5) during the Cold War rendered the Security
Council virtually inoperative for decades, at least as far as its main
purpose according to the UN Charter was concerned. The first attempt
to overcome this problem—the 1950 Uniting for Peace resolution,
transferring the authority to determine a threat to peace from the
Security Council to the General Assembly—only worked as long as
the Western powers could build winning coalitions in the General
Assembly. The second effort—peacekeeping under the authority of
the Secretary General—was more effective, but only in cases in which
the P–5 did not consider an international security issue as either an
interbloc or an intrabloc affair.

Rationalist regime theory and the argument about the necessity of
a core group only help to challenge the point that a hegemonic power
is needed to facilitate cooperation in a multilateral setting. The
argument takes it for granted that the great powers in the Security
Council have concluded that cooperation to maintain international
peace and security is in their best interest. But where did these
cooperative interests come from? Scholars using the “cooperation under
anarchy” perspective agree with realist authors that national interests
are ultimately defined by material power-based calculations. The
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disagreement between the cooperation-under-anarchy perspective and
structural realism of the Waltz/Grieco variety is not about the definition
of national interests, but about the conclusions concerning the prospects
of international cooperation.16

Rationalist regime theory and the k-group solution to collective
action problems in a multilateral setting then leave two possibilities.
First, if state interests are treated as exogenous to the argument, we
are back at square one. As in the case of hegemonic stability theory,
we would need a theory of interests and preferences to explain the
contrast between the Security Council’s multilateral words and the
variation in the degree to which the resolutions are enforced. Second,
if we assume realist arguments about national preference formation,
we would posit that the variation can be explained by the extent to
which the P–5 considered their power—based interests at stake.

Social Constructivism: Contested Norms of Liberal
Internationalism

Hegemonic stability theory and the cooperation-under-anarchy
perspective agree on the core assumptions about world politics. They
conceptualize international relations as an anarchic self-help system
in which rational states struggle for survival and calculate their interests
with regard to the power distribution in the system. The two
approaches disagree with regard to the prospects of international
cooperation.

Social constructivists hold different core assumptions about
international relations.17 First, they endogenize the interests and
preferences of actors. These interests are not fixed by some presocial
calculation of costs and benefits but emerge from processes of social
interaction and communication. Domestic, international, and
transnational discourses provide the framework in which actors define
their preferences and build consensus-based coalitions. As a result,
these discourses are causally consequential for the resulting practices
and behavior. Second, structures and agency are mutually constitutive.
International and domestic structures constrain and enable the practices
of actors, while these practices enact and change the structures.18 Third,
material capabilities and structures are indeterminate with regard to
interests or policy preferences. Ideas—worldviews, principled beliefs,
and knowledge19—not only define the meaning of power but also affect
the reasoning process by which state actors define their interests.
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Fourth, anarchy understood as a self-help system is not the defining
feature of international relations. World politics is heavily regulated
by norms that prescribe appropriate behavior and are embedded in
formal and informal institutions. These institutions form the social
structure of international relations. The logic of anarchy itself is socially
constructed, as presocial actors do not need to be conceptualized as
potentially hostile.20 The “democratic peace,” for example, constitutes
a social relationship in world politics where the logic of anarchy and
of the security dilemma is virtually absent.21

From this perspective, international cooperation has to be analyzed
in the framework of norm change and norm creation through the
social and communicative practices of actors—whether states,
domestic, or transnational groups. If we take the impact of norms in
international relations seriously, we cannot just examine the decisions
and resulting actions of state governments. Strictly speaking, norms
only have independent causal effects on actors’ behavior if they start
believing in their validity and significance through processes of
communication and persuasion. It is noteworthy in this context that
the new consensus definition of international regimes emphasizes
prescriptive status of normative ideas as a precondition of rule—
consistent behavior.22 Prescriptive status means that actors regularly
refer to the respective norm to comment on their own behavior and
that of others. Thus, if we want to understand the causal impact of
norms, we need to concentrate on processes of persuasion and to
analyze the discourses of actors. The validity claims of normative ideas
are contested in communicative processes during which specific ideas
win out against others and then influence the behavior of actors.

In the case of the UN Security Council, the two norms at stake are
the principles of multilateralism (see above) and the obligation to
intervene for humanitarian reasons in cases of gross violations of
human rights.23 The norm changes in question refer (a) to the decreasing
validity of the right of individual or collective self-defense (Article 51
of the UN Charter) in favor of the collective security provisions in
Chapter VII of the Charter, and (b) to an increasing collective
understanding of the international community that human rights
standards overrule the principle of noninterference in domestic affairs
(Article 2(7) of the Charter) and, thus, a change in the traditional
notion of national sovereignty.

These considerations lead to the following proposition:
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The more norms of multilateralism and humanitarian intervention gain
prescriptive status in the communicative practices—domestic and
transnational—of the dominant members of the Security Council, the
more the Security Council will be willing to declare inter—and intra—
state conflicts as threats to international peace and security and to
implement such resolutions.

 
“Dominant members” of the Security Council are, of course, the
permanent five whose consent (at least implicit through abstention)
is institutionally required for the UN to take action. Norms do not
fall from heaven, however, but their origins are historically contingent.
In the cases of multilateralism and humanitarian intervention, these
norms originated from the liberal internationalist worldview that
constitutes one dimension of public and elite opinion in the West.24

Principles of multilateralism have long shaped the interactions among
the members of the democratic peace (that is, the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development world).25 The current
domestic and transnational discourses on both sides of the Atlantic
concern primarily the extent to which these norms should be extended
globally and govern relations among the UN members as well as the
specific obligations resulting from the principles of multilateralism.
As to humanitarian intervention, the idea that human rights norms
supersede the principle of national sovereignty also forms part of
the liberal worldview. The controversy centers around the extent to
which human rights norms should govern the foreign policies of states
and the degree to which they should override power—based interests
traditionally defined.

From a perspective emphasizing communicative practices and
norms, one does not need to assume U.S. or Western hegemony in
terms of overwhelming power capabilities to presuppose Western
leadership in the UN. While leadership is necessary in multilateral
institutional settings to build consensus, superior power is not.26 If
there is Western leadership in the UN, it is based not so much on
material capabilities, but on liberal internationalist values and norms
containing consensual validity claims that can be challenged by lesser
states. “Followership” would then be based on the persuasive power
of the ideas promoted by the West.27

How do these discourses affect the Security Council decisions and
the degree to which they are implemented through peacekeeping and
peacemaking operations? Does the third proposition offer a better
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explanation of the expansion and the limits of current UN activities
than the two rationalist assumptions?28 The empirical part of this
chapter starts with a discussion of the increased activities of the Security
Council concerning Chapter VII resolutions and humanitarian
interventions. I then move from the words to the deeds and analyze
the extent to which Security Council decisions have been implemented.
I focus on the cases of UN involvement in the Gulf conflict, in Somalia,
and in the former Yugoslavia.

WORDS: THE POST—COLD WAR SECURITY COUNCIL
AND ITS NEW CONSENSUS

The quantitative increase in Security Council (sc) activities is dramatic.
From 1980–85, the sc passed 119 resolutions of which 72. were
unanimous (61 percent). The percentage of consensual resolutions
increased to 84 percent from 1986–90 (86 out of 103). In 1991–921
alone, the sc passed 116 resolutions, 98 of them unanimous (84
percent). With regard to the permanent members, there were 29 vetoed
resolutions in 1980–85 (24 percent); the number decreased only slightly
for the 1986–90 period (23, or 22, percent). No veto was cast in the
Security Council in 1991–92,. Most vetoes in the 1980s were cast by
Western powers, particularly the United States, mainly with regard to
issues pertaining to the Middle East and the Palestine question or
concerning U.S. military involvements in Latin America. Only two
vetoes have been cast so far in the 1990s.29

As to the content of these statements, an equally dramatic increase
in Chapter VII resolutions can be observed. From the formation of
the UN until 1989, the Security Council only passed six resolutions
determining “threats to the peace, breaches of the peace, and acts of
aggression.” From 1990–92, thirty-three such resolutions were
approved, twenty-one on the Iraq-Kuwait situation alone, eight on
the former Yugoslavia, two on Somalia, and one each on the civil war
in Liberia and against Libya sponsoring terrorism.

More important, the Security Council extended the definition of
what constitutes “threats to peace” by explicitly including gross
violations of human rights. This is not completely without precedent
given the Chapter VII resolutions against Rhodesia in the 1960s and
against South Africa in 1977. But these resolutions did not explicitly
determine that apartheid represented a threat to international peace
but focused, instead, on other actions (the unilateral declaration of
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independence by Rhodesia and South African military activities against
frontline states). In April 1991, however, Security Council Resolution
688 set a precedent and identified the Iraqi repression of the Kurds
and the Shi’ites as threats to international security and peace,
legitimizing the creation of safe havens for the Kurdish population.
Resolution 688, thus, not only determined that the principle of
noninterference in domestic affairs (Article 2[7] of the Charter) did
not apply to human rights concerns but also established that
governmental “mistreatment of a minority group is a legitimate concern
of the Security Council if that mistreatment raises broader international
security concerns.”30 In January 1992, the summit meeting of the
Security Council went even further and declared explicitly that “non-
military sources of instability in the economic, social, humanitarian,
and ecological fields have become threats to peace and security.”31 In
August 1992, Resolution 770 authorized—under Chapter VII with its
mandatory powers—states or regional agencies to take “all measures
necessary” to facilitate the delivery of humanitarian aid to Bosnia-
Herzegovina. The expression referred to Resolution 678, which had
used similar words to authorize the use of force by the coalition forces
against Iraq. In December 1992, Resolution 794 went one step further
and explicitly authorized the “use [of] all necessary means” for
establishing a safe environment for humanitarian relief operations in
Somalia. A similar resolution legitimized the French humanitarian
intervention in Rwanda at the end of June 1994. One month later and
on American request, the Security Council even authorized the use of
force “to facilitate the departure from Haiti of the military leadership”
and to reinstate to power the ousted president Jean-Bertrand Aristide.32

In this case, the principle of humanitarian intervention was not just
confined to enable the delivery of humanitarian aid or to counter gross
violations of human rights but extended to include the restoration of
democracy.

In sum, the Security Council has not only dramatically increased
its involvement in world affairs since the mid–1980s; it has also
established two norms in the post—Cold War era since 1990:
 

1. Military interventions and the use of force in general are no longer
considered legitimate outside explicit approval by the Security
Council. This norm effectively constrains the invocation of Article
51 (right to individual or collective self-defense), thereby establishing
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the principles of multilateralism in the domain of international
security.

2. The mandatory powers of the UN Charter’s Chapter VII explicitly
include the right of the international community to interfere in the
domestic affairs of states in cases of humanitarian disasters, gross
violations of human rights, and even the repression of democracy.
This norm effectively constrains Article 2(7) of the Charter, thereby
transforming traditional notions of national sovereignty.

 
These two principled beliefs have gained prescriptive status in the
above-defined sense through a gradual process of norm creation and
norm change. (Whether states behave in a rule-consistent manner is a
different question and will be dealt with later in this chapter.) How
can the evolution of Security Council resolutions and the voting
behavior of its members be explained? Why did the non-Western sc
members and the international community in general agree to
essentially liberal internationalist norms?

With regard to the first rationalist proposition (U.S. hegemony),
one could argue from a Gramscian perspective that reference to norms
with universal validity claims (human rights, multilateralism) serves
the purpose of maintaining American power in international society.
The norms are consistent with a concept of benign hegemony or rule
by consent that gives at least the appearance that minor states are
being heard (see above). It is not at all clear from a rationalist
perspective, however, that the benefits (American power status)
outweigh the costs (reduced decision-making power) in this case.
The norm prohibiting the use of force without UN approval should
only be tolerable for the United States, for example, if it can be sure
that it still commands sufficient power resources to bribe or coerce
lesser states into acquiescence whenever U.S. leaders consider the
use of force to pursue the American national interest. This assumption
does not make sense. It is probably safe to argue that the Security
Council is powerless without American cooperation (irrespective of
the right to veto) in the domain of Chapter VII resolutions or
humanitarian interventions. But this does not mean that the United
States can dictate or even lure the other Security Council members
to follow its will.33

Moreover, Washington’s attitude toward the UN changed
significantly from Ronald Reagan’s to George Bush’s administration
and has become even more positive during Bill Clinton’s term.34 The
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change occurred prior to the end of the Cold War and can thus hardly
be explained by a shift in the international distribution of power and
a subsequent change in the U.S. national interest. Finally, we would
expect from a benign hegemony perspective that the United States not
only provides norms of cooperation for the international community,
but also the public good of international security itself. This is not at
all the case.

The second rationalist proposition assumes that the norms of
multilateralism and of humanitarian intervention are consistent with
the national interests of a core group of powers that then establishes
its prescriptive status. One could then explain the newfound consensus
among the permanent sc members with the end of the Cold War, in
particular the end of the American-Soviet rivalry. The end of the East-
West conflict terminated the stalemate in the Security Council that
prevented it since the Korean war from dealing with interbloc or
intrabloc conflicts.

But it is important to specify what we mean by the “end of the
Cold War.” The 1989 revolutions in Eastern Europe, the subsequent
fall of the Berlin Wall, and the collapse of the Soviet Union itself in
1991 was not significant with regard to UN Security Council
activities. The above-stated increase in unanimous sc resolutions
occurred earlier and coincided with both the change in Soviet foreign
policy under Mikhail Gorbachev and with a more favorable U.S.
attitude toward the UN during the Bush administration. As to the
Soviet Union, it announced in early 1986 that it would pay its
peacekeeping dues and subsequently adopted a more constructive
approach toward the UN. In late 1986, the British ambassador to
the UN took the initiative to propose regular meetings among the P–
5 to coordinate their positions before sc meetings. This led to a habit
of consultation culminating in the attempt by the Security Council
to end the Iran-Iraq war in 1987.35 The P–5 consensus on sc Chapter
VII Resolution 598 set a precedent that explains to a large degree
the smooth operation of the Security Council in condemning the
Iraqi aggression against Kuwait in 1990.

The sequence of events shows that it is not clear what was cause
and what effect concerning the end of the Cold War and the new
consensus among the P–5 in the Security Council. First, the evolution
of a habit of consultation between the three Western permanent
members and the Soviet Union was among the elements that
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contributed to ending the East—West rivalry. Second, the Gorbachev
revolution in Soviet foreign policy that set in motion events leading to
the end of the Cold War included a change in the Soviet attitude toward
the UN. Third, while the emergence of cooperative and friendly
relations between the former Cold War opponents was a necessary
condition for the new sc consensus, it was certainly not sufficient,
given that the P–5 faced choices in their foreign policies with regard
to the UN. It is not clear why it was in the national interest of the five
permanent members to revive the Security Council in the post-Cold
War era, thereby entangling their great power interests. This
particularly pertains to the norm of multilateralism that constrains
the freedom of action of great powers. If rationalist considerations
cannot explain the change in the American attitude in this regard, this
is even more true as regards the other permanent members who
command lesser power resources that might enable them to manipulate
the international community.

In sum, it is hard to see how the increased activities of the Security
Council and the emergence of norms of multilateralism and
humanitarian intervention can be explained from a rationalist and
power-based perspective exogenizing national interests and
preferences. To do so would require one to demonstrate that the
convergence of national interests around these norms can be
accounted for solely on the basis of unilateral cost-benefit calculations
by not only the great powers in the Security Council, but also the
nonpermanent members. It is easier and more parsimonious to explain
the same result referring to processes of communication and
persuasion among the sc members. First, the norms of multilateralism
and of humanitarian intervention to restore human rights originated
in the West as part of the liberal internationalist worldview. The
closer cooperation among the sc members (which the British
ambassador initiated in 1986) then provided a forum where norm
change through persuasion could occur.

Second, the gradual emergence of a norm of humanitarian
intervention that even includes the restoration of democracy by force
(as in Haiti) probably did not entail a process of conscious choice by
the sc members. As the above-stated evolution of Security Council
statements shows, these resolutions responded to specific situations in
world politics. The wording then set a precedent for the next occasion,
which also developed the norms further. Such processes are typical for
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international lawmaking through legal argumentation and persuasion
but can hardly be captured by rational choice models based on
instrumental rather than communicative rationality.36

Third, the Russian support for Western liberal norms in the Security
Council deserves further elaboration. Moscow might have calculated
that it would gain material benefits from supporting U.S. leadership
in the UN, given its needs for Western assistance in its domestic
economic transformation. But one would then have expected a
decreasing Russian willingness to back Western proposals in the
Security Council, the less forthcoming Western aid turned out to be. It
is equally plausible that the Russian attitude in the UN can be explained
in terms of the ongoing struggle over the country’s identity in the
post-Cold War world. Does Russia belong to the West, to Europe,
and the democratic peace of the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development world, or is it part of Asia? At issue is
not just the degree to which liberal and cooperative internationalism
should guide the foreign policy, but the core values of liberal
internationalism are themselves contested. Nationalist foreign policies
have been advocated by the opponents of reform and democratization
all along—from Mikhail Gorbachev’s to Boris Yeltsin’s era. Current
Russian foreign policy (including its role in the UN) might be explained
to a large degree by the controversy about identity entailing both
domestic and international dimensions.

I have tried to demonstrate so far that the social constructivist
approach offers a better explanation for the dramatic increase and
change in Security Council resolutions pertaining to Chapter VII and
humanitarian intervention than rationalist accounts. However, the
analysis has concentrated on words rather than deeds. Power-based
approaches to world politics might even agree with the argument but
maintain that the multilateral and humanitarian words represent the
icing on the cake of foreign policies motivated by traditional national
interests. The UN with its norms of multilateralism might serve as a
legitimizing agency to avoid the onus of unilateral interventions, but
the real motivation for the post-Cold War policies of the great powers
could still be explained on rationalist grounds. If we want to establish
the superior explanatory power of social constructivism, we need to
move from words to deeds. I will do so by first taking a brief look at
the evolution of UN peacekeeping operations and then discussing the
cases of the Gulf War, Somalia, and the former Yugoslavia. A complex
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picture emerges that cannot fully be captured by any of the three
propositions.

DEEDS: CONTRADICTIONS AMONG NORMS AND THE
SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF STRATEGIC INTERESTS

The Evolution of UN Peacekeeping

The quantitative increase in UN activities pertaining to preventive
diplomacy, peacemaking, peacekeeping, and peacebuilding is
impressive. Between 1948 and 1978, only thirteen UN peacekeeping
operations were established, five of which are still in effect. From 1988–
92, fourteen new operations were started; by mid–1994, about 70,000
blue helmet troops from seventy countries, more than 2,300 military
observers, and more than 1,100 police officers working for the UN
were deployed worldwide—in Somalia (UNISOM n), the Western
Sahara (MINURSO), Angola (UNAVEM), Iraq and Kuwait
(UNIKOM), El Salvador (ONUSAL), Cambodia (UNTAC), the former
Yugoslavia (UNPROFOR), and elsewhere. The UNPROFOR effort
constituted the largest contingent–45,000 troops from thirty—six
countries.37

The dramatic increase in peacekeeping activities contrasts sharply
with the still pathetic organizational capacities of the UN to carry
out these missions. There is a serious lack of early-warning
mechanisms and of advance planning, resulting in an ad hoc
administration of the various operations. So far, the Security Council
has mostly failed to act on the recommendations by the secretary-
general in his An Agenda for Peace.38 The budget for UN
peacekeeping missions in 1992–93 was just $4 billion; in other words,
UN members paid about $5 on peacekeeping for each $1,000 for
military expenditures. Only about three hundred officials at the UN
work permanently on conflict management and peacekeeping issues.
A situation room coordinating and overlooking peacekeeping was
recently installed with about a hundred officers monitoring all
peacekeeping missions.39 Boutros Boutros-Ghali’s proposal for a small
number of special forces under UN command for peacemaking and
peacekeeping purposes is far from being realized because of the lack
of consensus among the P–5.40

Participation in or contribution to UN peacekeeping operations is
inconsistent with the rationalist notion that either hegemonic power
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or a core group of actors provides the public good, enabling the lesser
states to free ride on the institutions. Ironically enough, the two most
powerful members of the Security Council—the United States and
Russia—continue to free ride on UN peacekeeping. As of mid–1994,
six developing countries (Pakistan, India, Jordan, Bangladesh,
Malaysia, and Egypt) were among the ten nations providing the most
UN peacekeepers, with permanent sc members France and Great
Britain achieving a second and a fourth place, respectively. As to
financing, the two great powers that are not permanent sc members—
Germany and Japan—contribute comparatively far more to UN
peacekeeping than the P–5 (in 1991 data, this is calculated in terms of
the ratio between peacekeeping contributions and military
expenditures).41 The U.S. hegemon used to pay less than the world
average for peacekeeping operations and has only recently increased
its contribution.

Hegemonic stability theory assumes that hegemony is tolerable for
the lesser states, insofar as the superpower provides the public good.
The minilateral solution to collective action problems maintains that
a core group of powers provides the public good. Neither is the case
with regard to UN peacekeeping. Rather, the key group of actors in
the Security Council decide on the peacekeeping missions, while the
lesser states (except for France and Britain) implement these decisions.
Hence, the lack of organizational capacities! From a rationalist point
of view, one could argue, of course, that it is cheaper for great powers
to free ride on a multilateral organization than to pay the burden
themselves. Because most peacekeeping missions do not affect power-
based national interests of the great powers in the Security Council,
such buck passing might be convenient.

But this account leaves two questions. First, why do the great powers
feel obliged to increase the number of peacekeeping operations by the
UN and to engage in a rhetoric that is dangerous in the sense of being
caught in the long run? Second, why do lesser states feel obliged to
implement the decisions of the great powers, even though the latter
contribute less than their fair share? There should be no incentive for
troops from Bangladesh, one of the poorest countries in the world, to
serve in Bosnia-Herzegovina, if the U.S. superpower continuously
refuses to provide ground troops.

Of course, the findings with regard to UN peacekeeping in general
is equally inconsistent with the third—social constructivist—
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proposition, according to which prescriptive status should lead to
ruleconsistent behavior, at least over an extended period of time. As
of now, only France and Britain behave consistently with their rhetoric
in the Security Council when it comes to UN peacekeeping, while
the United States—the originator of the principles of multilateralism
in the post-World War II era—mostly passes the buck. Washington’s
behavior is inconsistent with the norm of multilateralism, but the
United States appears to be more forthcoming than the other
permanent members with regard to enforcing the norm of
humanitarian intervention. In other words, we can observe different
degrees of norm compliance by the P–5 that can be explained neither
on rationalist grounds nor by emphasizing processes of
communication and persuasion in the Security Council. Rather, the
domestic discourses have to be included in the picture, as the following
cases demonstrate.

The Intervention in the 1990–91 Gulf Conflict

The 1990–91 Gulf conflict seems to confirm realist and/or rationalist
cooperation theories. First, power-based national interests were at stake
for the United States, France, and Great Britain. Iraq’s invasion of
Kuwait and the resulting threat to Saudi Arabia jeopardized the oil
supply and, thus, the life line of the industrialized world. The stability
of the Middle Eastern region was also at stake.

Second, the United States played the role of the hegemonic stabilizer
providing the public good of collective security. George Bush drew
“the line in the sand,” regardless of the reluctance of his military
advisers, and committed U.S. troops to the defense of Saudi Arabia.42

He assembled an international coalition against Iraq and put U.S. forces
in an offensive posture to drive Iraq out of Kuwait. The United States
planned, controlled, and carried out the successful military effort of
defeating Saddam Hussein’s troops.

Third, the UN Security Council was only brought into the picture
after American decisions had been made. The famous Resolution 678
of 29 November 1990, legitimizing the use of force against Iraq, was
agreed on after the U.S. administration had committed itself to an
offensive posture that left almost no alternative to military action.
The Security Council had no control over the military effort by the
coalition forces. Was the UN a multilateral rubber stamp for unilateral
American foreign—policy decisions?



274 · THOMAS RISSE-KAPPEN

Fourth, the Soviet decision to follow the American lead can also be
explained by power-based considerations. Gorbachev needed Western
economic support as well as a benign foreign policy-environment to
carry out his domestic reform program. The United States also used
bribery by arranging a $4–billion credit from Kuwait, Saudi Arabia,
and the United Arab Emirates.43

A closer look at the available evidence reveals a more complex
picture. As to American policies, a power-based account assuming
fixed interests needs to explain why the American interest apparently
changed within a few days in August 1990. When Iraq started
threatening Kuwait, the U.S. ambassador in Baghdad reassured the
Iraqis that the conflict with Kuwait was their own business and that
the United States would not get involved. The first National Security
Council meeting following the invasion also ended inconclusively. It
was British Prime Minister Thatcher who apparently talked Bush into
taking a tough line against Saddam Hussein when she met with the
president on 2. August. It should also be noted in this context that the
U.S. military, the Pentagon, and the State Department did not endorse
the use of force but advised caution. As one, albeit exaggerated, account
has it, “this was George Bush’s war.”44 If U.S. strategic interests dictated
American behavior during the conflict, one would not assume that
the president was the only actor in the administration to fully grasp
its implications and that he himself had to be pushed by a major ally
into recognizing the U.S. national interest.

A power-based explanation of the Soviet support for the
Americanled coalition is more questionable. Iraq was one of Moscow’s
traditional allies bound by treaty. The $4–billion credit by Saudi Arabia
and others was more than offset by the losses from Iraqi nonpayment
of a more than $5–billion debt and from trade including various oil
deals as a result of the economic sanctions.45 Under such circumstances,
one would have expected the Soviet leadership to calculate carefully
the costs and benefits of siding with the West before making a firm
decision. Instead, Moscow condemned the Iraqi action right away,
demanding the “immediate and unconditional withdrawal of Iraqi
troops from Kuwaiti territory.”46 Foreign Ministers James Baker and
Eduard Shevardnadze issued a joint declaration on 3 August 1990,
castigating the Iraqi invasion and calling for an international cutoff of
arms supplies to Iraq. This joint appeal was the beginning of close
U.S.-Soviet cooperation throughout the crisis, culminating in a joint
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statement by Presidents Bush and Gorbachev at the Helsinki summit
on 9 September that they were prepared to take “additional steps
consistent with the UN Charter” if the efforts to get Iraq out of Kuwait
failed.

The behavior of the Soviet leadership during the Gulf conflict was
fully consistent with the principles and norms of “new thinking,”
emphasizing the peaceful resolution of conflicts and multilateralism
and, thus, with liberal internationalist values. The Soviet course of
action during the conflict can be easily explained as an outgrowth of
new thinking, which then redefined Soviet strategic interests as better
served by aligning with the West rather than siding with a traditional
ally.47

Gorbachev and Shevardnadze’s policies were internally contested
from the beginning. The relevant departments in the Soviet Foreign
Ministry as well as influential advisers to Gorbachev such as Yevgeny
Primakov resisted the change in Soviet policies toward the Middle
East. During the crisis, the opposition to Gorbachev’s pro-Western
policies in the Gulf grew stronger in conjunction with the deteriorating
economic situation of the country. Gorbachev’s freedom of action
narrowed considerably, and he had to make concessions to the
conservatives. The opposition to Gorbachev’s liberal internationalism
during the Gulf crisis resulted, first, in a stiffening of the Soviet position
in the Security Council and, second, in various Soviet attempts to
mediate between Iraq and the United States. Primakov paid various
visits to Saddam Hussein, while Gorbachev met with Iraqi Foreign
Minister Tariq Aziz on several occasions. If Saddam Hussein had
understood the interaction between Soviet domestic and foreign policy
during the conflict, he could probably have unraveled the international
coalition against him quite easily, in particular the P–5 consensus in
the Security Council. His failure to compromise not only strengthened
Gorbachev’s internal position, but also the U.S.—Soviet alliance during
the crisis.

This leads to the role of the UN Security Council. Was it just the
instrument of U.S. and, to a much lesser extent, Soviet policies during
the crisis, or did it play an independent role? As noted above, close
consultations among the P–5 had started earlier and had been initiated
by the British ambassador, leading to the sc attempt to end the Iran—
Iraq war in 1987. When the Gulf conflict began, a habit of consultation
among the P–5 was already in place. The swift response to the Iraqi
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invasion resulting in an unprecedented series of resolutions has to be
seen against this background.

The British not only played an important role in convincing the
United States to react, but they were also crucial in getting the Security
Council into the picture right away. President Bush and Prime Minister
Thatcher discussed the need to assemble a broad UN coalition against
Iraq during their meeting on 2. August. Bush, supported by Secretary
of State Baker, overruled his National Security adviser, Brent Scowcroft,
who argued that the United States would lose its freedom of action by
getting too entangled in Security Council actions. Even before the
president had made up his mind, the British and American ambassadors
to the UN were drafting an sc resolution, which was discussed during
an sc emergency meeting on 2, August. Resolution 660 strongly
condemned the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and demanded the immediate
withdrawal of Saddam Hussein’s forces. It was followed only four
days later by Resolution 66I imposing comprehensive economic
sanctions against Iraq.48 Never before had the Security Council reacted
so swiftly and decisively.

Thus, the initial involvement of the UN did not so much result
from conscious decisions of the great powers, particularly the United
States, but was the almost natural outflow of institutionalized contacts
among the P–5. Norms of multilateralism did not have to be invented
for the occasion but were already guiding the behavior of the main
actors. Moreover, the habit of consultation among the Western
governments, in this case the “special relationship,” was extended
into the Security Council, particularly the P–5.

But to what extent were the activities in the Security Council causally
consequential for the behavior of the great powers during the Gulf
conflict? I concentrate on the United States because it led the coalition
against Iraq. While George Bush got himself entangled in sc activities
without much debate (note his past experience as U.S. ambassador to
the UN!), he quickly found out that he desperately needed UN approval
for domestic reasons. Assembling an international coalition against
Iraq was one thing; gathering a domestic winning coalition was at
least equally difficult. As Bruce Russett has pointed out, the multilateral
strategy chosen by the U.S. government was necessary to ensure public
support for the American-led effort in the Gulf, as the U.S. public no
longer backs the unilateral use of American force in the post—Cold
War environment.49 By the same token, the administration would
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probably not have been able to win a majority in Congress if it had
not pursued its policies within a multilateral and liberal internationalist
context, given the skepticism of leading Democrats such as Senator
Sam Nunn (Dem., Ga.). The congressional resolution of 13 January
1991 explicitly legitimized U.S. military action “pursuant to United
Nations Security Council Resolution 678” (the UN authorization of
the use of force).50 This part of the story is consistent, however, with a
rationalist “two—level game” account, according to which the UN
consensus is used to gather a domestic “winning coalition” for a policy
motivated by national security concerns.51 In other words, a clever
U.S. president used the UN Security Council for instrumental reasons.

But various UN Security Council resolutions not only legitimized
the U.S. courses of action during the Gulf conflict; they also
constrained them. The first cracks in the P–5 consensus occurred,
for example, when the United States and Britain wanted to impose a
naval blockade against Iraq in mid—August, arguing that Resolution
66I had already authorized it. Secretary—General Javier Perez de
Cuellar publicly warned that U.S. unilateral action would violate
the UN Charter. Among the p–5, the Soviets and the Chinese were
the most reluctant to agree to the use of force. When Iraq took action
against foreigners in Baghdad and against foreign embassies in
Kuwait, however, Britain and the United States succeeded in getting
P–5 consensus on 25 August for Resolution 665, which legitimized
“measures commensurate to the specific circumstances” to halt
shipping and, thus, authorized using force for the first time during
the crisis.52

While Resolution 665 placed no serious constraints on U.S. actions,
the deal surrounding Resolution 678 did. By October, and in light of
the critical debate in Congress about U.S. policy in the Gulf, the
administration recognized that it needed another UN Security Council
resolution authorizing the use of force to ensure sufficient domestic
support. The main bargaining took place between the U.S. and the
Soviet leaderships, the latter of which was acting under increasing
pressures from conservatives in Moscow. The Soviets insisted on a
“pause for peace” to have time for diplomatic initiatives and for the
sanctions to work. As a result, a deadline was inserted in the resolution
before which no force was to be used. By Soviet demand and French
urging, the deadline was moved to mid-January rather than 1 January
1991, as the United States would have preferred.53
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Resolution 678 of 29 November 1990 authorized member states
to “use all necessary means” to get Iraq out of Kuwait and, at the
same time, allowed for last efforts to prevent a war. Had Saddam
Hussein taken the opportunity to make concessions, the P–5 consensus
in the Security Council would have unraveled, not even to mention
Arab support for and participation in the U.S.-led coalition. As the
U.S. Ambassador to the UN at the time, Thomas Pickering, put it:
 

One of the reasons we were so successful in dealing with Iraq’s aggression
was the way Saddam himself handled the flow of events. In terms of
Security Council cohesion, he was one of the key factors in keeping the
council together and implementing its decisions.54

 
By using the UN to cobble together domestic and international winning
coalitions against Iraq, the United States had entangled itself in a
multilateral setting that became further apparent after the war. On 3
April 1991, the Security Council passed Resolution 687– the “mother
of all resolutions”—establishing unprecedented and severe punishments
for Iraq’s actions and forcing it to accept intrusive inspections
monitoring compliance with the disarmament provisions. Resolution
687 also involved the UN and its suborganizations in the settlement
to an extraordinary degree. While the UN had no control over the
military effort, it was fully in charge of implementing the sc measures
after the war.55

The aftermath of the Gulf War also moved the Security Council
authority with regard to Chapter VII toward humanitarian
intervention. Saddam Hussein’s repression of the uprising by the Shi’ites
and the Kurds had led to an increasing refugee crisis inside Iraq.
Following a French initiative and pressure from many Third World
states, the Security Council adopted Resolution 688 on 5 April
authorizing a humanitarian intervention to defend the Kurds and
forcing Iraq to provide immediate access to humanitarian
organizations. President Bush was caught in his own liberal rhetoric,
as he had publicly called on the Iraqi people to overthrow Saddam
Hussein. When some of them tried to do just that, the international
community could not stay on the sidelines. Resolutions 687 and 688
established in essence what Paul Taylor and John Groom have called
a “functional occupation of Iraq” by the UN.56

In sum, the initial involvement of the great powers, particularly the
United States, in the Gulf conflict can largely be explained on
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rationalist, power—based grounds. Instrumental reasoning can also
account for the U.S. decision (although not for the British advice) to
refer the matter to the Security Council from the beginning. Norms of
multilateralism and—later—of humanitarian intervention, however,
caught up with the United States in the course of the conflict and
increasingly constrained American actions. Had Saddam Hussein used
the UN in a more clever way, he could probably have avoided the war
and would have isolated the United States in the Security Council.
Finally, Security Council involvement in the Gulf conflict established
a precedent relevant for the next case, the humanitarian intervention
in Somalia.

Somalia: The Pitfalls of Humanitarian Intervention

A power—based account of the U.S.-led humanitarian intervention in
Somalia would probably emphasize that the lack of strategic interests
explains the faint-heartedness with which this intervention was carried
out in contrast to the Gulf War. The great powers led the intervention
as long as they did not incur major losses of life. When the costs of the
military action increased, the Clinton administration—followed by
the other great powers—decided to withdraw U.S. troops from an
increasingly dangerous situation.

Even a power-based explanation cannot deny that the decision to
intervene in Somalia is hard to explain by strategic or geopolitical
interests.57 It was motivated on humanitarian grounds; the Security
Council resolutions leading to it represented a further evolution of
the pathway established during previous occasions, particularly
Resolution 688. In early 1992,, the Security Council passed a series
of Chapter VII resolutions declaring that the Somali domestic
situation constituted a threat to international peace and security. It
then asked the secretary-general to increase humanitarian assistance
to Somalia, as a result of which the UNISOM peacekeeping mission
was established. During the summer of 1992,, the situation in Somalia
further deteriorated, leading to the starvation of roughly half a million
Somalians.

In the meantime, an almost successful diplomatic mission by the
UN special envoy Mohammed Sahnoun to secure cooperation for the
humanitarian operation by the competing warlords and clans had failed
because it was undercut by the secretary-general. Sahnoun resigned,
and the situation quickly worsened. African states and Boutros Boutros-
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Ghali requested that the Security Council authorize another
humanitarian intervention. Many Third World countries argued that
the UN had been used during the Gulf conflict to legitimize Western
strategic interests. The new assertive role of the Security Council in
the post-Cold War environment would lack credibility if the interests
of the South were continuously overlooked. BoutrosGhali even risked
an open confrontation with the P–5, arguing that the Western
preoccupation with the former Yugoslavia—”the rich man’s war”—
let them overlook the civil war in Somalia.58

During the fall of 1992, the pressures by nongovernmental
organizations on the ground, African states, and the UN secretary—
general increased and, together with CNN pictures of starving
Somalian children, changed the Western attitude toward humanitarian
intervention. On 24November Boutros-Ghali informed the Security
Council that the situation in Somalia had dramatically deteriorated.
One day later, he received a U.S. offer to lead a multinational operation
that would provide a secure environment for humanitarian aid to reach
the victims of the war. While the secretary-general would have preferred
an operation under UN control, he and the council consented to the
U.S. proposal as the second—best option. On 3 December the Security
Council passed Chapter VII Resolution 794 recognizing the U.S. offer
to establish a secure environment for humanitarian assistance and
authorizing the secretary-general and the multinational coalition “to
use all necessary means” (the formula used in Resolution 678 of the
Gulf conflict) to create such an environment.59 The United Task Force
(UNITAF) under U.S. command was created to be replaced later by
the peacekeeping operation, UNISOM n.

President Bush had just lost the elections and, therefore, had nothing
to gain or lose domestically from his decision, even though more than
80 percent of the Americans approved it. Norms of multilateralism
seem to have motivated him. He was well aware of the risks because
both the U.S. military and the CIA had pointed to the political dangers
of the intervention, given the lack of government in Somalia.60 The
Somalian intervention further increased the American entanglement
in multilateral UN-led operations. When the United States withdrew
most of its forces from Somalia in May 1993, the remaining troops
were placed under the command of UNISOM n. For the first time,
U.S. forces participated in a UN peacekeeping mission.

If the primary purpose of the Somalian operation was to provide a
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secure environment for humanitarian aid to reach the population, it
succeeded. Starvation and famine were brought to an end. If the aim
was to end the civil war and restore political institutions, it failed. The
reason was an unresolved conflict of norms, between the principles of
peacebuilding through diplomatic efforts on the one hand, and
peacemaking through military enforcement on the other. Peacebuilding
requires that the UN not take sides in an interstate or intrastate conflict
but offer good office to achieve a negotiated agreement among the
opponents. Parallel to the UNITAF operation, the U.S. special envoy
Robert Oakley attempted just that by inviting the rivaling clans to
several meetings, thereby continuing the previous attempts by
Ambassador Sahnoun.

Ironically enough, though, when the American-led UNITAF was
replaced by UNISOM n, the new UN special envoy, Admiral Jonathan
T.Howe, changed policies and became partisan in the internal fights
among the clans by refusing to meet General Mohamed Farah Aidid.
Howe was supported by Boutros-Ghali, whose personal hatred for
Aidid was well known. The change in policy backfired, and Aidid’s
troops killed twenty-three Pakistani peacekeepers in early June I993,
as a result of which the Security Council authorized retaliatory action.
It expanded the mandate of peacekeeping missions further by going
beyond authorizing the use of force in self-defense. The ill—fated hunt
for General Aidid began that changed the UN role in Somalia
dramatically and led to the death of seventeen American soldiers.
Similarly to Reagan’s decision in 1982 after the bombing of the U.S.
marine barracks in Beirut, President Clinton then decided to withdraw
U.S. troops from UNISOM n by the end of March 1994.61

This decision is certainly consistent with an account focusing on
the lack of strategic interest in this case. But the process leading to it
can be better interpreted by emphasizing both a conflict of norms and
an increasing domestic controversy over the limits of humanitarian
interventions. Ironically, it was not the U.S.-led UNITAF that screwed
up UN peacekeeping by abandoning diplomacy, but the UN-led
UNISOM n, at least initially. As a result, the domestic-support basis
for the American involvement eroded. A humanitarian intervention
to prevent mass starvation enjoyed broad support, even if it entailed
the loss of troops. Getting bogged down in a civil war was quite
different and invoked memories of Vietnam for the U.S. public.62

Support for humanitarian intervention and a presumption against the
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use of force, however, are part of the same liberal internationalist
worldview. In the case of Somalia, the two norms clashed. In the case
of the former Yugoslavia, they clashed even further.

Bosnia-Herzegovina: Peacekeeping versus Peacemaking
and the Social Construction of (Missing) Strategic
Interests

The conditions for humanitarian intervention as established in Security
Council Resolutions 688 (Iraq) and 794 (Somalia) were all present in
the Bosnian case—from “ethnic cleansing” to mass rape, torture, and
other severe violations of human rights and humanitarian law. The
peacekeeping operation in the former Yugoslavia, UNPROFOR,
became the largest mission ever. But the Security Council mostly refused
to enforce its many resolutions—twenty-four in 1991–92 alone, for
example63—except for the ultimatum to the Bosnian Serbs following
the massacre in Sarajevo in February 1994. How is this apparent
mismatch between words and deeds to be explained?

A power-based explanation would argue that the failure to intervene
forcefully stemmed from a lack of strategic interests of any of the
great powers in the region. On the contrary, geostrategic interests might
have dictated a decision not to intervene—given the French and Soviet/
Russian historic alliances with the Serbs and the German association
with the Croats. Moreover, and unlike the Somalia case, the military
in the United States and at NATO headquarters believed that a
successful armed intervention would require a large number of troops.
They would be exposed to guerrilla warfare in a mountainous terrain
far riskier than the desert warfare in the Gulf region. In the United
States, this invoked memories of the Vietnam War. Europeans directly
resorted to the images of war in the Balkans experienced during World
Wars I and II.

A closer look at the geopolitical situation reveals that the
greatpower behavior in the Security Council and in NATO was
consistent with perceived lessons of history but actually contradicted
their long-term strategic interests in the region. Regarding Russia,
only the conservative nationalists could have been interested in
maintaining the historic alliance with the Serbs. The democratic
forces, however, should not have tolerated the quest for a Greater
Serbia, given that it ran counter to their need of developing strong
ties with Western Europe, the European Union (EU), and particularly
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Germany. Russian foreign policy nevertheless wavered on the issue,
mainly because of domestic reasons including nationalist pressures.
While Moscow coerced the Bosnian Serbs to comply with the NATO
ultimatum in February 1994, it constantly opposed more forceful
measures against them.64 In sum, Russia certainly had strategic
interests in the region, but the direction of these interests was a matter
of domestic dispute and can, thus, not be determined on geopolitical
or realist grounds.

This was not at all the case for the United States, which had nothing
to win or lose strategically in the Balkans. In power-based terms, the
only American interest with regard to the war was to prevent its spread
in other European regions that would have jeopardized the stability
of the continent. Hence, the deployment of a small contingent of U.S.
“tripwire” peacekeepers in Kosovo! Other than that, the U.S. lack of
strategic interests would have dictated a continuation of the Bush
administration’s hands—off approach to the former Yugoslavia.
Instead, President Clinton initially adopted a more activist, albeit half—
hearted, policy. Despite its lack of strategic interests, the United States
constantly advocated a tougher policy of the Security Council against
the Bosnian Serbs to be implemented by NATO as the enforcer of sc
resolutions.

But the U.S. approach largely failed because of British, French, and
Russian opposition in the Security Council. This belies the idea that
the American hegemon somehow controls the UN and can impose its
will on the international community in the post-Cold War era.65 The
Yugoslav case disconfirms the proposition of U.S. hegemony in the
Security Council. For example, Clinton opposed the Vance-Owen peace
plan as essentially sanctioning Serb aggression against the Bosnians.
But when the European Community formally approved the plan on 1
February 1993 as the only game in town, the United States gave in.
Several months later, the administration tried to gain European
acceptance for a proposal to lift the UN arms embargo against the
Bosnians and to conduct air strikes against Serb positions. The proposal
ran into fierce opposition by Britain and France, not to mention
Russia.66 Among the Western P–5, London’s objections against the
use of military force were particularly significant given the British
role as a power broker in the Security Council. It appears then that
the UN and NATO inaction in enforcing Security Council resolutions
can be largely explained as a result of British influence. Whenever the
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United States and its European allies clashed in New York, Russia
sided with the British.

The NATO ultimatum in February 1994, the subsequent Russian
involvement in Bosnia-Herzegovina, and the resulting cease—fires
surrounding Sarajevo and other Bosnian towns confirm the point.
The momentum resulted from a (German-inspired) change in the
French position toward a tougher stance. France maintains a key
position in the Security Council insofar as its policies are usually
regarded as crucial by Russia, China, and the nonpermanent
members. Winning the French over then goes a long way in securing
a majority in the Security Council.67 With the French changing
position and seeking common ground with the United States on the
Bosnian situation, the British became temporarily isolated among
the Western P–5. In the aftermath of the Sarajevo massacre, the United
States, France, and, to a lesser degree, Germany then quickly seized
the momentum. The NATO council—supported by the UN
secretary—general—issued its ultimatum. Russia’s Boris Yeltsin had
to maneuver between the need to appease the conservative
nationalists at home and to maintain the alliance with the West. He
launched a diplomatic initiative and successfully delivered Serb
compliance with the NATO ultimatum, while, at the same time,
saving the West from having to carry it out.68

The momentum only lasted for some months. When the Bosnian
government launched its military offensive in the fall of 1994 and the
Bosnian Serbs responded with a counteroffensive threatening the UN—
declared “safe area” of Bihac, the disagreements among the P–5 again
blocked both the Security Council and subsequently NATO. The United
States then declared unilaterally that it would no longer help enforce
the arms embargo against the Bosnian government and its troops. In
sum and in contrast to both the Gulf conflict and the Somalia case,
sharp disagreements existed among the P–5 and included the Western
powers.

Can the UN response to the situation in the former Yugoslavia thus
be explained by the second proposition that the P–5 lacked not only
consensus because of diverging strategic interests? There were obviously
sharp disagreements among the P–5 in the Security Council, but also
in NATO between France and Britain, on the one hand, and the United
States and Germany, on the other, creating a stalemate among the
Western powers.69
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If lack of strategic interest explains American reluctance to intervene,
then the countries of the European Union (EU) should have been the
most interventionist in the former Yugoslavia. Historical ties aside,
the former Yugoslavia constitutes the backyard of the EU. A change
in the strategic balance in the Balkans and the emergence of Greater
Serbia would represent a threat not only to the stability of the EU’S
southern tier, but to the EU and its Maastricht project as a whole.
Moreover, the possible repercussions of the war in the Balkans for
future conflicts, particularly in the successor states of the Soviet Union,
should have led to the conclusion that European neglect of the former
Yugoslavia was disastrous for the long-term future of European
security. But Britain and, to a lesser extent, France have mostly led the
opposition against a more active involvement of the Security Council,
NATO, and the EU.

A closer look at the strategic interests of the European powers then
reveals that nonintervention might well have contradicted their long-
term interests in the Balkans. At the least, one could make power-based
arguments for as well as against the use of military force not only to
confine the war to Bosnia—which the West achieved quite successfully—
but to try ending it altogether more forcefully. Instead, the Europeans,
particularly the British government, convinced themselves that almost
nothing could be done about the ethnic hatred and atrocities in Bosnia,
that intervention would be too costly, and that therefore no serious
strategic interests were at stake. Considerations of the costs of armed
intervention drove the perception of strategic interests, not the other
way around. The European perception that the war in Bosnia did not
threaten the continent’s stability and longterm future was itself socially
constructed. Many Europeans convinced themselves that events in the
former Yugoslavia happened far away and that intervention was too
complicated to risk the lives of one’s troops. Humanitarian assistance
then served to alleviate a bad conscience about the first genocide on
European soil since Adolf Hitler.

The rest was buck passing between the United States and Europe.
On the one hand, Britain and France took the main burden of the
UNPROFOR peacekeeping operation in Bosnia, while the United States
refused to participate. The two governments then argued that American
calls for tougher action were hypocritical because the risks of such a
move would have to be shouldered by the UN troops on the ground.
Yet London and Paris never called for a substantial increase in
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peacekeeping and peacemaking forces, which could have served as a
deterrent against retaliatory action in the case of air strikes.

But it should also be noted that the secretary-general did not request
a humanitarian intervention in the Bosnian case as he did for Somalia.
The officers in charge of UNPROFOR were always reluctant to call
in the air strikes offered by NATO. The Bosnian situation cannot be
construed as one in which UN officials requested a humanitarian
intervention that then was denied by the P–5. Rather, from a UN
perspective, it represents another instance in which the norms of
peacemaking through diplomacy and enforcement of Security Council
resolutions clashed. A negotiated solution to the conflict required that
the UN not take sides but continue to serve as an honest broker between
the opponents. Such impartiality was more and more jeopardized by
the fact that enforcing the resolutions and guaranteeing that
humanitarian assistance reached the citizens of Bosnia essentially
required one to take action against the Serbs.

In conclusion, none of the three propositions stated above can fully
explain the decisions of the P–5 concerning the war in the former
Yugoslavia. While the U.S. demands for more forceful action are
consistent with the norms of humanitarian intervention, America did
not lead the Security Council, as one would expect from a hegemonic
power, but fully complied with the principles of multilateralism. A
rationalist explanation of Russian, British, and French behavior pointing
to power-based strategic interests or lack thereof is indeterminate at
best. It is more plausible that these European powers convinced
themselves that armed intervention was neither feasible nor necessary,
as long as the conflict could be confined to the Balkans. The lack of
strategic interests was itself socially constructed. Finally, the norms of
peacebuilding through diplomacy versus peacemaking through law
enforcement clashed in the Bosnian case as they did in Somalia before.

CONCLUSIONS: A NEW WORLD ORDER?

The empirical findings of this chapter reveal a more complex picture
than the propositions discussed above suggest. On balance, however,
power—based explanations pertaining either to U.S. hegemony in the
post-Cold War era or to strategic interests of the great powers in the
Security Council do not appear to capture the reemergence of the UN
in world politics and the variation in the degree to which sc resolutions
are enforced (see Table 1).
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Table I. Theoretical propositions and empirical findings
 

First, except for the U.S. resolve in the Gulf War, there is not much
evidence for American hegemony in the Security Council. Neither the
evolution of sc resolutions with regard to norms of multilateralism
and humanitarian intervention nor the peacekeeping missions in general
(and the Somalian or Bosnian cases in particular) reveal U.S. primacy
based on power—based American interests. While Washington’s
leadership was crucial in the Somalian case, the decision to intervene
cannot be accounted for by strategic interests. It is certainly true that
a UN—sponsored major humanitarian intervention necessitates U.S.
participation because of its capabilities for conventional power
projection. But this does not result in American preponderance in the
Security Council.

Second, it is equally difficult to understand the evolution of UN
peacekeeping and peacemaking in various parts of the world by
referring to the strategic interests of the P–5 alone. Why should they
establish norms of humanitarian intervention and multilateralism that
constrain their freedom of action in the post-Cold War era? As the
Bosnian case shows, so-called strategic interests are rarely fixed, but
malleable through processes of social communication. Europeans
convinced themselves that their national interests were not affected
by the genocide in the former Yugoslavia and that a change in the
balance of power in the Balkans would not destabilize Central and
Eastern Europe.

Third, the proposition concerning the evolution of norms
pertaining to multilateralism and humanitarian intervention also does
not fully capture the variation in the empirical findings. While these
norms have gained prescriptive status through a steadily increasing

U.S. Hegemony Strategic interests Evolution
of great powers of norms

Security Council resolutions No No Yes

Peacekeeping operations No No Indeterminate

Gulf War Yes Yes Yes

Somalia No No Yes

Bosnia-Herzegovina No Indeterminate No
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body of Security Council resolutions, we are far away from rule-
consistent behavior in terms of implementing and enforcing these
proclamations. The great powers in the Security Council continue
to contribute less than their fair share to peacekeeping missions,
particularly with regard to personnel. In the Somalian case, the United
States and its allies quickly ran away from their responsibilities when
the internal situation deteriorated, leaving UNISOM n as a half-
accomplished mission. In the case of the former Yugoslavia, severe
disagreements among the P–5 together with buck passing led to a
situation in which even providing minimum humanitarian
assistance—let alone peacekeeping—became increasingly difficult to
accomplish.

The lack of rule-consistent behavior is less true for the principles
of multilateralism, however, than for the norms of humanitarian
intervention. As to the former, it is more and more inconceivable
that any of the Western great powers will intervene militarily to
pursue unilaterally defined strategic interests in any part of the world
(for example, Security Council approval for the French action in
Rwanda and the U.S. involvement in Haiti). Unilateral military
interventions for whatever purpose appear to belong increasingly to
the past.

With regard to humanitarian interventions, however, the cases of
Somalia and Bosnia reveal severe contradictions among the
underlying collective understandings. It is one thing to establish a
norm that gross violations of human rights constitute threats to
international peace and security thus legitimizing the use of force by
the international community. It is quite different to specify the
conditions under which the UN or coalitions acting on behalf of the
Security Council should enforce the norm. First, one cannot possibly
demand armed intervention by the international community
whenever human rights are disregarded in any part of the world. To
that extent, double standards are inevitable and do not constitute
violations of the norm, unless there are systematic biases in the
variation of rule enforcement with regard to regions of the world or
types of political regimes.

It follows, however, that norms of humanitarian interventions
cannot explain the variation in behavior among the P–5—compare
the intervention in Somalia with the noninterventions in Sudan and
Liberia despite similar gross violations of human rights. Human rights
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violations as such do not trigger a powerful response by the
international community. As a comparison between the Somalian and
Sudanese cases shows, nongovernmental organization pressures in
conjunction with international media attention—the “CNN factor”—
appear to explain the variation in behavior.70

Second, UN or UN—legitimized interventions in civil wars such as
in Somalia or Bosnia point to inconsistencies in the liberal
internationalist worldview forming the very basis of humanitarian
interventions. Traditional peacekeeping was based on the principle
that the UN should remain neutral in international disputes and offer
its good offices to mediate in such conflicts and to keep the peace.
This principle made sense as long as mainly interstate disputes were
concerned or both opponents in an intrastate conflict demanded UN
involvement. If the international community decides to enforce
humanitarian and human rights standards, it can no longer be neutral
with regard to the violators of such standards. Conflict resolution
through mediation amounts to appeasement against the victims of
aggression and oppression, as the Bosnian case makes abundantly
clear.71

Third, humanitarian principles cannot and should not be enforced
at all cost. It is a legitimate concern that multilateral interventions in
civil war situations might lead to high numbers of casualties among
the intervening troops without accomplishing the goal of stabilizing
the situation. In this case, the liberal internationalist principle
supporting humanitarian interventions clashes with the presumption
against the use of force in the same worldview.

These conflicts among liberal internationalist norms explain to a
large extent the contrast between the communicative practices in the
Security Council emphasizing multilateralism and legitimizing
humanitarian interventions, on the one hand, and the variation in the
degree of rule-consistent behavior by the international community, on
the other. Reference to strategic interests or lack thereof does not
capture the variation.

Practices, however, enact norms and institutionalize them.
Disregarding norms through behavior tends to undermine them in
the long run, as rule-violating behavior erodes the prescriptive status
of the norm. In the case of multilateralism and humanitarian
intervention, the Security Council can no longer afford to pass
Chapter VII resolutions without providing the UN with the means
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to enforce them. A serious evaluation of recent UN action is required
in order to sort out the inherent contradictions in the multilateral
and humanitarian principles. Policymakers, particularly in the West,
need to understand that free riding on the UN and buck passing will
erode the domestic and transnational support basis for liberal
internationalist policies. The result will not be that they regain their
freedom of action and are free to pursue foreign policies based on
materially defined interests. Traditional unilateral policies are only
backed by minorities in the Western publics, and they will almost
certainly lead to balancing behavior by the lesser powers. Thus, the
alternative is not between a new world order and old-fashioned great
power politics. The alternative is between a new world order and
none.
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The Periphery as the Core: The Third

World and Security Studies

 
AMITAV ACHARYA

The primary concern of this volume is to examine how the discourses
and practices of security might have changed or be changing from the
dominant understanding of the concept. What constitutes this
dominant understanding is perhaps easily recognized. It is a notion of
security rooted firmly within the realist tradition, or what Ken Booth
has termed as the “intellectual hegemony” of realism.1 During the
Cold War era, its main reference point was the concept of national
security. Although marked by considerable ambiguities and fuzziness,2

the concept of national security did provide a dominating strand of
security analysis, one that tended to equate “security with the absence
of a military threat or with the protection of the nation [state] from
external overthrow or attack.”3

Many recent critics of the national security paradigm have found
the intellectual lens of realism too restrictive and advocated a
redefinition and broadening of security studies. As a result, a debate
continues over which phenomena should be included within the
purview of the new security studies agenda and which should not.
While the advocates of a broader notion of security call for the
inclusion, among other things, of economic, ecological, demographic
(refugees and illegal migration), narcotic, or gender issues,4 others (such
as Mohammed Ayoob in his contribution to this volume) warn against

10
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too much broadening, citing the danger of security becoming a catchall
concept, and urging the retention of the original state-centric and war—
centric focus of security studies.5

This chapter looks at another, less pronounced but ultimately more
significant, reason why a redefinition of security is called for. The
Cold War period was marked by a preoccupation of security studies
scholars with issues and problems of a particular segment of the
international system. As with other key concepts of International
Relations, national security assumed a Eurocentric universe of
nationstates and dwelled primarily on the responses of Western
governments and societies, particularly the United States, to the
problem of war. The issues and experiences within the other segment,
collectively labeled as the Third World, were not fully incorporated
into the discourse of security studies. Because the international system
as a whole was seen as a “transplantation of the European territorial
state,” the concept of national security was taken to be a general model,
“reflecting the universalization of the competitive European style of
anarchic international relations.”6

This exclusion of the Third World from the Cold War security
studies agenda was evident in both policy and academic arenas.7

Superpower diplomacy carefully distinguished the “central strategic
balance” (involving superpower nuclear deterrence and their
European alliances) from regional conflict and regional security
(conflict and conflict-management issues arising primarily in the
Third World). In the academic literature, what was considered
mainstream focused on “the centrality of the East-West divide to the
rest of global politics.”8 Attention to problems of regional instability
in the Third World was given only to the extent that they had the
potential to affect the superpower relationship. Not surprisingly,
therefore, in surveying the state of the field of international security
studies in I988, Joseph Nye and Scan Lynn-Jones found that “regional
security issues (apart from Western Europe)…received inadequate
attention,” a fact attributable to “ethnocentric biases” resulting from
“the development of security studies in the United States more than
in other countries.”9

The tendency of security studies to focus on a particular segment
of the international system to the exclusion of another is ironic given
the fact that it is in the neglected arena that the vast majority of conflicts
have taken place.10 Moreover, the security predicament of the Third
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World states challenges several key elements of the national security
paradigm, especially its state-centric and war-centric universe. The
Third World’s problems of insecurity and their relationship with the
larger issues of international order have been quite different from what
was envisaged under the dominant notion.11

The main argument of this chapter then is that as security studies
adapts itself to post—Cold War realities, the security predicament of
Third World states provides a helpful point of departure for
appreciating the limitations of the dominant understanding and moving
it toward a broader and more inclusive notion of security. This
redefinition is crucial to understanding the problems of conflict and
order in the post-Cold War period.

Against this backdrop, this chapter has two main goals. The
first is to provide a broad outline of the security experience of Third
World states during the Cold War period with a view to pointing
out the problems of applying the dominant understanding of
security in the Third World context. The second is to examine ways
in which the Cold War experience will benefit our analysis of the
prospects for regional conflict and international order in the post-
Cold War era.

NATIONAL SECURITY, REGIONAL CONFLICTS, AND THE
EMERGENCE OF THE THIRD WORLD

The emergence of the Third World challenged the dominant
understanding of security in three important respects:
 

1. Its focus on the interstate level as the point of origin of security
threats.

2. Its exclusion of nonmilitary phenomena from the security studies
agenda.

3. Its belief in the global balance of power as the legitimate and
effective instrument of international order.

 
During the Cold War, the vast majority of the world’s conflicts
occurred in the Third World. Most of these conflicts were intrastate
in nature (antiregime insurrections, civil wars, tribal conflicts, and
so on). A study by Istvan Kende estimated that of the I20 wars during
the 1945–76 period, 102. were internal wars (including antiregime
wars and tribal conflicts), while another study by Michael Kidron
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and Ronald Segal (covering the 1973–86 period) found a mix of
sixty—six internal wars and thirty border wars.12 The so—called
regional conflicts in the Cold War period were thus essentially
domestic in origin. Many of them were cases of aggravated tensions
emerging from the process of state formation and regime
maintenance. The proliferation of such conflicts reflected the limited
internal sociopolitical cohesion of the newly independent states,
rather than the workings of the globally competitive relationship
between the two superpowers.

The roots of Third World instability during the Cold War period
were to be found in weak state structures that emerged from the
process of decolonization, that is, structures that lacked a close fit
between the state’s territorial dimensions and its ethnic and societal
composition. The concept of national security is of limited utility in
this context. Udo Steinbach points out that “the concept of ‘nation,’
introduced by colonial powers or by small elites who saw in it the
prerequisite for the fulfilment of their own political aspirations,
materialized in a way which went against territorial, ethnic, religious,
geographical or culto-historical traditions.”13 As a result, to quote
Mohammed Ayoob, most Third World states lacked a “capacity to
ensure the habitual identification of their inhabitants with the post-
colonial structures that have emerged within colonially-dictated
boundaries.”14 The most common outcome of this was conflicts about
national identity, including separatist insurgencies whose peak was
recorded in the 1960s.

The relatively brief time available to Third World governments for
creating viable political structures out of anticolonial struggles as well
as conditions of poverty, underdevelopment, and resource scarcity
limited their capacity for pursuing developmental objectives in order
to ensure domestic stability. Moreover, domestic conflicts in the Third
World were often responsible for a wider regional instability.
Revolutions, insurgencies, and ethnic separatist movements frequently
spilled over across national boundaries to fuel discord with neighbors.
Ethnic minorities fighting the dominant elite rarely honored state
boundaries, often seeking sanctuary in neighboring states where the
regime and population might be more sympathetic to their cause. Weak
states were more vulnerable to foreign intervention, as outside powers,
including the superpowers, could take advantage of their domestic
strife to advance their economic and ideological interests.
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These general patterns of regional instability were compounded by
the particular insecurities of the ruling elite in Third World states.15

Most Third World societies exhibited a lack of consensus on the basic
rules of political accommodation, power sharing, and governance.
Regime creation and regime maintenance were often a product of
violent societal struggles, governed by no stable constitutional
framework. The narrow base of Third World regimes and the various
challenges to their survival affected the way in which national security
policy was articulated and pursued. In such a milieu, the regime’s
instinct for self-preservation often took precedence over the security
interests of the society or the nation. As Barry Buzan observes, “it is
tempting to identify national security with the governmental
institutions that express the state, but…governments and institutions
have security interests of their own which are separate from those of
the state, and which are often opposed to broader national interests
as aligned with them.”16

As a result, the nature of national security as an ambiguous symbol
is more pronounced in Third World societies than in the industrial
North. The Third World experience challenged the realist image of
the state as a provider of security. R.B. J.Walker finds “the state itself,
far from being the provider of security as in the conventional view,
has in many ways been a primary source of insecurity…it is difficult
to see how any useful concept of security can ignore the participation
of states in ‘disappearances’ and abuse of human rights in so many
societies.”17

Another way in which the emergent Third World challenged the
dominant understanding of security relates to the place of nonmilitary
issues in the latter. As mentioned earlier, national security as
articulated by Western policy makers in the immediate post-World
War II period was primarily concerned with war prevention. The
role of nonmilitary threats did not constitute part of the agenda of
national security. To date, the dominant understanding of security
resists the inclusion of nonmilitary phenomena in the security studies
agenda.18 A good example is Stephen Walt’s survey of the field, which
clearly rejects the inclusion of such phenomena as “pollution, disease,
child abuse, or economic recessions” into security studies, because,
as he puts it, this would “destroy its intellectual coherence.” Walt
also argues that “the fact that other hazards exist does not mean
that the danger of war has been eliminated.”19 On the more specific
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case of ecological issues, some have argued that conflict and violence
in the international system had little to do with ecological
degradation.20 This perspective “disentangles resource conflicts from
those leading to war and de-links security—from—violence from
security from environmental degradation.”21

But the logic of accepting a broader notion of security becomes
less contestable when one looks at the Third World experience. From
the very outset, resource scarcity, overpopulation, underdevelopment,
and environmental degradation were at the heart of insecurity in the
Third World. These essentially nonmilitary threats were much more
intimately linked to the security predicament of the Third World
than that of the developed countries. Economic development and
well-being were closely linked not only because “a semblance of
security and stability is a prerequisite for successful economic
development,” but also because “it is also generally understood within
the Third World that economic development can contribute to
national security; an economically weak nation can be exploited or
defeated more easily by foreign powers and may be exposed
periodically to the violent wrath of dissatisfied citizens.”22 While
problems such as lack of sufficient food, water, and housing are not
part of the national security agenda of developed states, they very
much hold the balance between conflict and order in the Third World.
Thus, as Caroline Thomas puts it, “security in the context of the
Third World does not simply refer to the military dimension, as is
often assumed in the Western discussions of the concept, but to the
whole range of dimensions of a state’s existence which has been
taken care of in the more developed states, especially those in the
West.”23

The vulnerability of Third World states to resource, ecological, and
other transnational threats was compounded by their lack of material,
human, and institutional capacity to deal with these problems. In
addition, Third World states enjoy little influence over the international
context within which these problems arise. In Raimo Vayrynen’s view,
“because of the fragility of social systems, the marginal costs of economic
vulnerability, ecological degradation and ethnic fragmentation are greater
problems in developing countries than in industrialized countries (where
the absolute damage may be greater, however).” Therefore, “in
developing countries, the notion of national security cannot be separated
from the non-military threats to security.”24
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Finally, the Third World’s emergence challenged the legitimacy of
the dominant instrument of the Cold War international order. The
principal anchor of that order, the global superpower rivalry, was
viewed with profound mistrust throughout the Third World. This is
evident from the dissident role of the Third World in the system of
states. Hedley Bull saw the collective aim of the Third World to lie in
its desire “to destroy the old international order and establish a new
one, to shake off the rules and institutions devised by the old established
forces (in Sukarno’s phrase) and create new rules and institutions that
will express the aspirations of the new emerging forces.”25 The role of
the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) in demanding a speedy completion
of the decolonization process, opposing superpower interference in
the Third World, and advocating global disarmament and the
strengthening of global and regional mechanisms for conflict resolution
testified to the collective resistance of Third World states to the system
of international order resulting from superpower rivalry.26 While the
NAM’S record in realizing these objectives has attracted much criticism,
it was able to provide a collective psychological framework for Third
World states to strengthen their independence and to play an active
role in international affairs.27 Membership in the NAM provided many
Third World states with some room to maneuver in their relationship
with the superpowers and to resist pressures for alliances and
alignment.28

The Third World’s collective attitude toward superpower rivalry has
important implications for realist international theory. A structural realist
understanding of International Relations (as developed by Ken Waltz
or John Mearsheimer) would credit the Cold War and bipolarity for
ensuring a stable international order. But this perspective was misleading
insofar as the Third World was concerned. The Cold War order, instead
of dampening conflicts in the Third World, actually contributed to their
escalation. Although rarely a direct cause of Third World conflicts, the
Cold War opportunism and influence seeking of superpowers contributed
significantly to the ultimate severity of many cases of incipient and latent
strife in the Third World.29 It led to the internationalization of civil wars
and the internalization of superpower competition.30 It also contributed
to the prolongation of regional wars by preventing decisive results in at
least some theaters, including the major regional conflicts of the 1970s
and 1980s—in Central America, Angola, the Horn of Africa, Cambodia,
Afghanistan, and the Iran—Iraq War.31
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Thus, superpower rivalry, while keeping the “long peace” in
Europe, served to exacerbate the problems of regional conflict and
in- in the Third World. The superpowers’ shared interest in avoiding
direct military confrontation (with its attendant risk of mutual nuclear
annihilation) might have led them to enforce a degree of restraint on
the behavior of their more adventurous Third World clients and
thereby avoid a dangerous escalation of certain regional conflicts
(in the Middle East and East Asia).32 But the Cold War also permitted
a great deal of violence and disorder in the Third World. While nuclear
deterrence prevented even the most minor form of warfare between
the two power blocs in Europe, superpower interventions in regional
conflicts elsewhere were “permitted” as a necessary “safety valve.”33

Some writers have argued that superpower intervention in the Third
World was subject to a set of “implicit rules of the game,” which
contributed to order and stability in the Third World.34 But on closer
examination, it becomes apparent that a great deal of the
superpowers’ attempts to devise a code of conduct for Third World
conflicts were ad hoc, prescriptive, and limited.35 They left
considerable room for the escalation and prolongation of local and
regional wars.36

Similarly, the Third World security experience during the Cold
War explains why mechanisms for international order that reflected
(and were shaped by) superpower balancing strategies were of limited
effectiveness in promoting regional security. Steven David argues
that for a balance of power approach to be effective, “the
determinants of alignment [must] come overwhelmingly from the
structure of the international system, particularly from the actual
and potential external threats that states face.” But in the Third
World, it is the “internal characteristics of states” that usually
influence alignments.37 Thus, no superpower—sponsored mechanism
for international order could be effective unless it would be able to
address client states’ internal (including regime security) concerns.
This factor explains the failure of outward-looking regional security
alliances such as the South East Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO)
and the Central Treaty Organization (CENTO), and the relative
success of more internal-security-oriented regional security
arrangements such as the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN) and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC).38 (It should be
noted that while the GCC failed to deter external threats to its
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members, particularly the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, it had developed
more effective measures against internal unrest and Iranian—backed
subversion).

SECURITY IN THE POST—COLD WAR ERA: THE RELEVANCE
OF THE THIRD WORLD EXPERIENCE

The above-mentioned features of insecurity in the Third World
constitute a highly relevant explanatory framework for analyzing the
major sources of instability in the post-Cold War era. To begin with,
they aid our understanding of the emergence and escalation of conflicts
and instability in the new states of Europe and Central Asia, which
now constitute some of the most serious threats to the post—Cold
War international order. Even though one may debate whether these
states should be formally recognized as forming part of the so-called
Third World, it is quite clear that there are striking similarities between
the former’s security problems and those of the existing Third World
category. These include fairly low levels of sociopolitical cohesion and
a strong element of a state—nation dichotomy, with consequent
problems of ethnic strife and regime insecurity. Ayoob notes that “in
terms of their colonial background, the arbitrary construction of their
boundaries by external powers, the lack of societal cohesion, their
recent emergence into juridical statehood, and their stage of
development, the states of the Caucasus and Central Asia as well as of
the Balkans demonstrate political, economic and social characteristics
that are in many ways akin to Asian, African, and Latin American
states that have been traditionally considered as constituting the Third
World.”39

In a broader context, the Third World security experience suggests
the need to view the majority of the post-Cold War conflicts as a
product of local factors, rather than of the changing structure of the
international system from bipolarity to multipolarity. Some observers
have suggested that the Cold War had suppressed “many potential
third-world conflicts”; its end will ensure that “other conflicts will
very probably arise from decompression and from a loosening of the
controls and self—controls” exercised by the superpowers.40 But such
a view obscures the unchanged role of essentially domestic and
intraregional factors related to weak national integration, economic
underdevelopment, and competition for political legitimacy and control
in shaping Third World instability. Roberto Garcia Moritan has argued:
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Many of the regional problems and/or conflicts that were essentially
local expressions of the [Cold War] rivalry are now proving soluble.
But there are many other conflicts rooted in other sources, among them
historical, political, colonial, ethnic, religious, or socio-economic
legacies, that continue to produce international tensions. Cutting across
these local issues are the major disparities of wealth and opportunity
that separate the industrialized nations and the developing world. These
have existed for decades. The failure to deal effectively with this gap is
a source of additional tension, which itself frustrates long-term efforts
to provide wider prosperity. The end of the Cold War has been irrelevant
for many such conflicts.41

 
The view of regional conflicts as “essentially local expressions of
rivalry” also underscores the need to rethink structuralist ideas that
tend to analyze regional security in terms of systemic factors. During
the Cold War, the theory of “regional subsystems” contributed to
a system-dominant view of regional security (because a subsystem
can only be located in relation to a larger international system).42

Buzan’s concept of a “security complex” offers a more powerful
and specific tool for regional security analysis by focusing on “local
sets of states… whose major security perceptions and concerns link
together sufficiently closely that their national security perceptions
cannot realistically be considered apart from one another.”43 But
Buzan, too, sees security complexes as localized sets of essentially
anarchic relations that mirror the international system at large and
whose existence is revealed and shaped largely by structural shifts.
Thus, in Buzan’s view, colonialism and the Cold War constituted a
structural “overlay” in which regional security complexes were
shaped primarily by system-wide great power interactions. This
overlay had suppressed many regional conflicts, which are now set
to reappear.44 Such a structuralist bias may inhibit an appreciation
of the range of social, cultural, and political forces that may be
unique to different regions, and that may not be significantly
affected by the end of the Cold War.

There is sufficient empirical evidence to support Fred Halliday’s
view that “since the causes of third world upheaval [were] to a
considerable extent independent of Soviet—U.S. rivalry they will
continue irrespective of relations between Washington and
Moscow.”45 In Africa, which the U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency
rates to be “the most unstable region in the Third World,”46 recent
outbreaks of conflict (as in Rwanda and Somalia) are rooted in old
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ethnic and tribal animosities.47 In Asia, the end of the two major
Cold War conflicts (Afghanistan and Cambodia) leaves a number of
ethnic insurgencies and separatist movements. In South Asia, the
problems of political instability and ethnic separatism continue to
occupy the governments of India (Assam, Kashmir, and the Punjab),
Pakistan (demands for autonomy in the Sind province), and Sri Lanka
(Tamil separatism).48 The Southeast Asian governments face similar
problems, especially in Indonesia (Aceh, East Timor, Irian Jaya),
Myanmar (Karen and Shan guerrillas), and the Philippines (the New
People’s Army). In the more economically developed parts of the
Third World, the primary security concerns of the ruling regimes
derive from what Shahram Chubin calls the “stresses and strains of
economic development, political integration, legitimation and
institutionalization.”49 A good example is the situation in the Persian
Gulf, where despite the recent attention to interstate wars (for
example, the Iran-Iraq War and the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait), the
threat from within remains a central cause of concern about the
stability and survival of the traditional monarchies. While it is
tempting to explain the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, billed to be the
first Third World conflict of the post-Cold War era, as an act of
opportunism in the face of declining superpower involvement in the
region, the roots of this conflict can only be explained in terms of
the nature and position of Saddam Hussein’s regime within the Iraqi
polity. The Iraqi aggression was at least partly an attempt by the
regime to ensure its survival in the face of a growing economic burden
imposed by the Iran-Iraq War and the consequent political challenges
to its legitimacy.

There is another reason why the Third World security experience
is highly relevant to post-Cold War security analysis. Conflicts in
the post-Cold War era are likely to become even more regional in
their origin and scope because of the changing context of great power
intervention. The post-Cold War era is witnessing a greater regional
differentiation in great power interests and involvement in the Third
World. In a bipolar world, as Kenneth Waltz has argued, “with two
powers capable of acting on a world scale, anything that happen
[ed] anywhere [was] potentially of concern to both of them.”50 In a
multipolar world, not all great powers would wield a similar capacity,
and the only power capable of global power projection, the United
States, is likely to be quite selective in choosing its areas of
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engagement. This will render conflict formation and management in
these areas more localized, subject to regional patterns of amity and
enmity and the interventionist role of regionally dominant powers.
The diffusion of military power to the Third World is enabling some
regional powers to exercise greater influence in shaping conflict and
cooperation in their respective areas.

With the end of the Cold War, some parts of the Third World are
likely to experience a shift from internal to external security concerns,
while others will remain primarily concerned with internal stability.
There are indications that territorial disputes could become more
salient for a growing number of Third World states in Africa, Latin
America (Ecuador and Peru), and Southeast Asia (especially among
the ASEAN nations). The more developed states in the Third World
(such as the newly industrializing countries) are reshaping their
defense capabilities from counterinsurgency to conventional warfare
postures. For example, the Gulf Cooperation Council members are
devoting more resources to external security after the Iraqi invasion
of Kuwait, while in Southeast Asia there is a distinct shift from
internal security to external defense capabilities. A number of major
Third World powers, such as India, Indonesia, Nigeria, and Iran,
are developing extended power-projection capabilities, which is
bound to alarm their neighbors into giving greater attention to
external security.

In general, the end of the Cold War is not having a single or uniform
effect on Third World stability. In some parts of the Third World
(such as in sub-Saharan Africa), the end of the Cold War has led to
greater domestic disorder, while in Southeast Asia it has led to
increased domestic tranquillity and regional order (with the end of
communist insurgencies and the settlement of the Cambodian
conflict), and in the Middle East, to greater interstate cooperation
(especially after the Israeli—Palestinian accords). In Africa, the end
of the Cold War has contributed to a sharp decline in arms imports,
while in East Asia, it has created fears of a vigorous arms race. The
rise of domestic conflicts in Africa contrasts sharply with the
settlement of its long-standing regional conflicts (especially in
southern Africa). In Southeast Asia, South Asia, and the Korean
Peninsula, the end of the Cold War has led to greater interstate
conflict. Regional hegemonism is a marked trend in East Asia with
China’s emergence, but elsewhere, it is the regional powers, such as
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India, Vietnam, and Iraq, that have felt the squeeze by being denied
privileged access to arms and aid from their superpower patrons. In
view of the above, it is not helpful to interpret conflict structures in
the post-Cold War period as the product of a single structural or
systemic realignment; a more differentiated view of the post—Cold
War disorder is required.

Finally, the Third World security experience suggests the need to
focus on economic and ecological changes that are giving rise to
new forms of regional conflicts. The issue of economic development
remains at the heart of many of these conflicts. Although
economically induced instability in the Third World has been
traditionally viewed as a function of underdevelopment, such
instability is becoming more associated with the strategies for, and
the achievement of, developmental success. In Africa, structural
adjustment and growth—oriented economic liberalization mandated
by lending agencies such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
and the World Bank have led to acute political strife and regime
insecurity. On the other hand, many of the successful developing
countries of East and Southeast Asia today exhibit the performance
paradox. In these cases, authoritarian regimes seeking legitimacy
through the performance criteria (that is, rapid economic
development) are confronted with the paradoxical outcome of
political instability caused by an erosion of traditional social values
and/or demands for political participation by an expanded middle-
class population. As a result, the security predicament of countries
with considerable developmental success (such as the NICS [newly
industrializing countries] and near-Nics) remains essentially Third
Worldish, that is, for these states, the threat from within is arguably
more severe than the threat from without. In this sense, the concept
of a Third World, while losing its meaning in economic terms (given
the accelerating economic differentiation within this category),
remains analytically useful in security terms.

Numerous empirical studies have established that the Third World
is the main arena of conflicts and instability linked to environmental
degradation.51 The view of the environment as a global commons
should not obscure the fact that the scale of environmental
degradation, its consequences in fostering intra—and interstate
conflict, and the problems of addressing these issues within the
framework of the nation-state are more acute in the Third World
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than in the developed states. Of the three categories of conflict
identified by Thomas Homer-Dixon as being related to environmental
degradation, two—“simple scarcity conflicts” (conflict over natural
resources such as rivers, water, fish, and agriculturally productive
land) and “relative deprivation conflicts” (the impact of
environmental degradation in limiting growth and thereby causing
popular discontent and conflict)—are most acute in the Third World.52

Moreover, environmental degradation originating in the Third World
is increasingly a potential basis for conflict between the North and
the South, as poorer nations demand a greater share of the world’s
wealth and Third World environmental refugees aggravate existing
group-identity conflicts (the problems of social assimilation of the
migrant population) in the host countries.

The Third World security experience is helpful not only in
understanding the sources of insecurity in the post-Cold War era, but
also for judging the effectiveness of global-order-maintenance
mechanisms. As during the Cold War period, the management of
international order today reflects the dominant role of great powers,
albeit now operating in a multipolar setting. The sole remaining
superpower, the United States, has taken the lead in espousing a “new
world order,” whose key elements include a revival of collective security
and the relatively newer frameworks of humanitarian intervention
and nonproliferation. But as during the Cold War period, attempts by
the globally dominant actors to manage international order do not
correspond with regional realities in the Third World. Moreover, these
attempts have contributed to a climate of mistrust and exacerbated
North-South tensions.

For example, former President George Bush’s vision of a new world
order promised a return to multilateralism and the revival of the
UN’S collective security framework. But the first major test of this
new world order, the U.S.-led response to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait,
prompted widespread misgivings in the Third World. Although the
UN resolutions against Iraq were supported by most Third World
states, this was accompanied by considerable resentment of the U.S.
domination of the UN decision—making process. The United States’s
military actions against Iraq were seen as having exceeded the
mandate of UN resolutions, and American claims about collective
security were greeted with skepticism.53 Many in the South would
perhaps agree with Zbigniew Brzezinski’s remark that “once the
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symbolism of collective action was stripped away…the war against
Iraq] was largely an American decision and relied primarily on
American military power.”54 The Gulf War fed apprehensions in the
Third World that in the so-called unipolar moment, the United States,
along with like-minded Western powers, would use the pretext of
multilateralism to pursue essentially unilateral objectives in post-
Cold War conflicts. Conflicts in those areas deemed to be vitally
important to the Western powers will be especially susceptible to
Northern unilateralism.

As with collective security, armed intervention in support of
humanitarian objectives has the potential to exacerbate North-South
tensions. The use of the humanitarian label in justifying intervention
in failed states (as in the case of Somalia or Rwanda) or against regimes
accused of gross human rights abuses has created some serious
misgivings in the Third World. Many Third World regimes view this
as a kind of recycled imperialism, while those taking a more tolerant
view worry nonetheless about the effects of such a sovereignty-defying
instrument. While these fears have not prevented the UN from
undertaking humanitarian missions, those operations relying primarily
on U.S. power (such as Somalia) have been particularly controversial.
Moreover, the Somalia case suggests that humanitarian operations
are unlikely to be effective unless they also address the underlying
political sources of regional conflicts; the provision of humanitarian
relief to a starving population will not by itself promote stability unless
it is matched by a corresponding effort to bring about long-term
political accommodation within Somalian society. The complex
interplay of ethnic rivalries (weak state) and political anarchy,
hallmarks of the Third World regional-conflict situations during the
Cold War, continues to undermine the effectiveness of post-Cold War
frameworks of international order.

A third area of North-South tension concerns the Northern
approach to arms control and nonproliferation. In particular,
supplyside antiproliferation measures developed by the North, such
as the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) or the Missile
Technology Control Regime (MTCR), which seek to restrict the
availability of military or dual-use technology to Southern states,
have met with Southern objections. These objections focus on the
selective application and discriminatory nature of the North’s
antiproliferation campaign. Chubin finds that the North’s antinuclear
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policy “frankly discriminates between friendly and unfriendly states,
focusing on signatories (and potential cheats) like Iran but ignoring
actual proliferators like Israel. It is perforce more intelligible in the
North than in the South.”55 In a more blunt tone, the Indian scholar
K. Subrahmanyam charges that “export controls divide the world
into North and South, project a racist bias, and have proved to be
inefficient instruments for pursuing global non-proliferation
objectives.”56

In the absence of greater understanding between the North and
the South, there is a definite risk that the organizing principles of
order devised and enforced by the dominant actors of the
international system will have a limited impact as instruments of
international order. In this context, regional security arrangements,
developed by the Southern actors themselves, could theoretically
provide greater opportunity and scope for regional autonomy and
help the maintenance of international order.57 During the Cold War,
many Third World states accused the superpowers of ignoring,
bypassing, and manipulating indigenous regional security
arrangements in the Third World. Some of the most visible regional
groupings, such as the ASEAN and the GCC, both reflected and
contributed to Cold War divisions within Third World regions. The
end of the Cold War is reinvigorating and reshaping the role of Third
World regional groupings toward conflict control, peacekeeping, and
preventive diplomacy functions. The role of the Contadora and
Esquipulas groups in facilitating conflict resolution in Central
America, the peacekeeping role of the Economic Community of West
African States (ECOWAS) in the Liberian civil war, the efforts by
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations as a peacemaker in the
Cambodia conflict and later in sponsoring a regional forum (the
ASEAN Regional Forum) to deal with the changing balance of power
in the Asia-Pacific region, and efforts by the Organization of African
Unity to create a new mechanism for conflict resolution and
peacekeeping—all attest to a new sense of purpose and activism on
the part of regional mechanisms.

But the peace and security role of regional groupings remains
limited by their lack of the institutional structures required for conflict
resolution or a collective military capacity needed for complex
peacekeeping operations. Moreover, wide disparities of power within
many existing Third World regional groupings create the risk that
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collective regional action will be held hostage to the narrow interests
of a dominant member state. The Third World’s continued adherence
to the principle of noninterference undermines the prospect for
effective regional action with respect to internal conflicts.58 In
addition, regional security arrangements in areas that are deemed to
engage the vital interests of the great powers have limited autonomy
in managing local conflicts. In these areas, the dependence of local
states on external security guarantees (hence frequent great power
intervention in local conflicts) will continue to thwart prospects for
regional solutions to regional problems.59 In the Persian Gulf, for
example, Kuwait’s security agreements with the United States came
into conflict with regional security arrangements involving the GCC
after the Iraqi defeat. Similarly, most developing nations of East Asia
prefer bilateral arrangements with the United States as a more realistic
security option than indigenous multilateral approaches. The
ECOWAS peacekeeping operation in Liberia, while ambitious and
elaborate in scope, has been dogged by accusations of Nigerian
domination and made only limited progress in restoring order in
that country.

Nonetheless, regional approaches to peace and security face fewer
systemic constraints in the post-Cold War era. They could provide a
way of ensuring a greater decentralization of the global peace and
security regime, which has assumed greater urgency in view of the
limited resources of the UN in the face of an ever-expanding agenda
of peacekeeping operations. They are also a means for achieving greater
democratization of the global security regime, an important challenge
in view of the Third World’s resentment of the dominant role of great
powers in the UN Security Council. Thus, the post-Cold War era
contains an opportunity for a more meaningful division of labor
between universal and regional frameworks of security in promoting
conflict resolution in the Third World.

THE END OF THE THIRD WORLD?

The foregoing discussion has argued for the need for the Third World
security experience as a principal reason for the broadening of the
security discourse. But any such argument must face the growing
criticism of the continued relevance of the term Third World itself.
Critics of the concept have always regarded the term as being too
imprecise and analytically limited. They have pointed to the physical
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diversity and economic differentiation within the Third World
category. Moreover, despite the persistence of North—South political
and economic differences, the end of the Cold War has diminished
the relevance of Third World political platforms such as the
NonAligned Movement. Against this backdrop, can one meaningfully
broaden the security discourse by generalizing from the Third World
experience?

There are three principal reasons why the notion of a Third World
retains analytical value. First, the existence of North-South divisions
continues to be widely acknowledged among scholars and policy
makers from Washington to Kuala Lumpur. It has become
commonplace to find observations that the end of East-West conflict
has left the North-South divide as the main challenge to collective
international order. Indeed, President Suharto of Indonesia, the present
chairman of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), has gone a step
further by characterizing the continuing North-South divide as “the
central unresolved issue of our times.”60

Second, despite their diversity, the Third World countries continue
to share a number of common features in the security and economic
arena. These include the primacy of internal threats (as weak states)
and a dependence on external security guarantees (as weak powers).
Moreover, while the collective bargaining position of the Third World
over international economic regimes and the redistribution of wealth
might have collapsed, the economic predicament of Third World states,
marked by poverty, underdevelopment, resource scarcity, and
dependence, remains as a general feature of many of the states that
emerged in the post-World War II period (as well as many Latin
American states that had obtained independence earlier). Indeed, in
many parts of the Third World, especially in Africa, these problems
have become more acute. Thus, the economic success of a handful of
Third World states should not be the basis for making the generalization
that the Third World has somehow vanished. The diversity of the
South or the disunity that has afflicted all its major platforms cannot
be denied, but these features are nothing new and by themselves should
not negate the Third World’s claim for a collective label. Indeed, the
Third World states have never pretended to be a homogeneous lot. If
economic and political differentiation is accepted as the basis for
rejecting the notion, then the analytical relevance of similar notions
(such as the “West”) should also be questioned.
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Third, it should be remembered that the term Third World was not
originally intended to denote a political bloc between the East and the
West. Instead, the term was coined by French authors by analogy with
the “Third Estate” of prerevolutionary France to refer to social groups
other than the most privileged groups of the day, the clergy and nobility.
In James Mittleman’s view, the relatively inferior position of Third
World states within the international system still holds true, especially
as a large part of the Third World is facing greater marginalization
after the Cold War. In this sense, the term Third World did and
continues to refer to “the marginalized strata of the international
system.” Thus, “despite its pitfalls, the term Third World is a convenient
shorthand to depict the group of countries struggling to escape from
underdevelopment. As a metaphor, it describes the disadvantaged
position of peoples, most of whom are of color and live in poverty in
post-colonial societies, within the ambit of a rapidly changing global
political economy.”61 While some sort of analytical schema providing
for a more differentiated view of the Third World is called for and has
indeed been attempted by some scholars, to debunk the notion in its
entirety is uncalled for.

CONCLUSION

The end of the Cold War has dramatically shifted the empirical focus
of security studies. Today, regional conflicts—conflicts (intra—as well
as interstate) in the world’s less developed areas, including the new
states that emerged out of the breakup of the Soviet empire—are widely
recognized as a more serious threat to international order. This
contrasts sharply with the greatly enhanced stability of the central
strategic relationship among the great powers (China excluded).62

Judging from the attention given to recent conflicts in the Persian Gulf,
Somalia, Bosnia, South Asia, the Korean Peninsula, and other places,
regional conflicts in the world’s periphery have become the core issues
of concern for international security studies.

But the understanding of regional conflicts and security in the post-
Cold War period also requires conceptual tools and methodology
beyond what is provided by orthodox notions of security developed
during the Cold War period. The primary argument of this chapter
has been that the very notions of security and international order
developed during the Cold War must be contested if they are to help
us to understand the sources of today’s regional conflicts and the
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prospects for their control. A notion of security rooted firmly within
the realist tradition, and developed as an abstraction from the
Eurocentric states system that emerged from the Peace of Westphalia,
does not provide an adequate conceptual framework for understanding
the security problematic of those states that entered the system at a
later stage. While it is fashionable to view the contemporary
international system, despite being geographically and culturally more
varied, as an extension of the original Westphalian model, the
experience of the latecomers constitutes a different set of realities that
challenge the fundamental assumptions of realism.

During the Cold War, the exclusion of the Third World’s security
problems from the mainstream security studies agenda contributed to
its narrow and ethnocentric conceptual framework and empirical
terrain. The analysis of regional conflict in the contemporary security
discourse can benefit from a framework that captures the significantly
broader range of issues—involving state and nonstate actors, military
and nonmilitary challenges—that lie at the heart of insecurity and
disorder in the Third World. In this respect, a greater integration of
Third World security issues into international security studies will
facilitate the latter’s attempt to move beyond its nowdiscredited realist
orthodoxy.

The incorporation of the Third World security predicament into
the security studies agenda also creates the basis for rethinking the
requirements of international order. The construction of international
order, including its norms, principles, and institutions, cannot solely
depend on global frameworks devised by the great powers. To be
effective, global norms must correspond to local and regional realities.
As conflicts in the international system become more regionalized as
a result of the end of the Cold War, there is a need for a more
decentralized system of order maintenance. In this context, the role
of regional security arrangements, including region-specific
approaches to security, arms control, and disarmament, deserve
greater encouragement. The containment of regional conflict requires
a certain amount of deference to the principle of regional autonomy
and a mutually beneficial division of labor between global and
regional security arrangements. Frameworks of security and order
devised by major powers usually mask the latter’s narrow self-interest.
In many ways, mechanisms for international order such as collective
security, humanitarian intervention, and nonproliferation cannot cope
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with disorder if they serve to exacerbate existing North-South
divisions.

For the above reasons, the end of the Cold War should serve as a
catalyst for the coming of age of Third World security studies. The
true globalization of security studies should be built on a greater
regionalization of our understanding of the sources of conflict and the
requirements of international order, with the Third World serving as a
central conceptual and empirical focus.
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Critical Security Studies and Regional

Insecurity: The Case of Southern Africa

 
KEN BOOTH AND PETER VALE

If critical security studies are to flourish and lead to a revisioning of
security in world politics, it is necessary that they challenge traditional
security studies not only at the theoretical level—where a start has
already been made—but also at the empirical level in terms of dealing
with what is usually called the real world. Southern Africa is a
particularly interesting case with which to test the engagement of
critical security studies with practical politics, given that by many
indicators it can claim to be the most distressed and insecure region in
contemporary world politics.

The framework of this chapter is set by what we consider to be the
main questions raised by critical security studies.1 What are the
interrelationships between theories and practices? Who controls the
facts in the security debate? How do we come to and how should we
understand security? What should be—as opposed to are—the
referent(s) when thinking about security? What principles—as well as
procedures—should security policy seek to advance? How and by
whom is the threat agenda to be determined? Who should be the agents
for differently conceived security practices? What institutions in
particular settings will best advance regional security from a critical
security studies perspective? What should the relationships be between
regional and global structures and processes? What conditions can be
created to deliver comprehensive regional security? Is the traditional

11
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security agenda relevant? What would a condition of comprehensive
regional security look like? And, finally, what is our role—as
academics—in trying to advance critical against traditional security
thinking?

In pursuing these questions in relation to southern Africa we hope
to provide a comprehensive template for thinking about security in
the region (and, implicitly, in other regions); to show how ideas about
security have (and might) change; to underline the inadequacies of
traditional regional security analysis; and to suggest lines of thought
(principles and policies) that will promote the normative values inherent
in critical security studies. For some, including several authors in this
book, the meaning of this critical turn is still unsettled, and hence, the
subject area of critical security studies is unsettled. The standpoint
from which this chapter is written has a more focused conception of
the subject area, namely, that critical security studies embrace
postrealist, postpositivist approaches to security informed by an explicit
commitment to emancipatory politics for a potential community of
humankind. The issues raised by this conception of critical security
studies can be distilled into a disarmingly simple set of questions,2 but
the answers—as the discussion of southern African situations will
show—are contestable and complex.

THE PRACTICES OF THEORY

Being explicit about theory is one of the moves that separates critical
approaches from traditional theory in the study of International
Relations. In this chapter we want to emphasize three key functions
of theory. First, theoretical inquiry will lead to searching questions
about the meanings and practices of security. Second, there is a
relationship in all human settings between the quality of the theory
and the quality of the related practice: “There is nothing so practical
as a good theory,” as the old adage has it. And three, all life is lived
within theories; they create the structures within which we live and
they provide the facts that we take to be the real world. Apartheid
was a theory, and like all humanly constituted theories, it could be
changed. It was neither natural, nor inheritable, nor commonsensical,
but its power was such that many people came to believe it was, and
as a result it destroyed many lives. The first two functions of theory
will be illustrated throughout this chapter; for the moment we will
simply illustrate the last.
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We talked at the beginning about engaging with the real world.
But what is it in southern Africa? To be more precise, whose real
world should we discuss? Who has controlled and now controls the
facts that define politics? Why have some facts been given more
weight than others in discussions of regional security? Whose interests
are served in bringing some facts to the surface, while suppressing
others? Is there a possibility of a widely shared account of southern
Africa? The problems thrown up by such questions can be easily
demonstrated.

The so-called facts of history as traditionally taught throughout
the schools of the region are one measure of who controlled images of
the real world, and with what interest. In all southern African countries,
history teaching has served a variety of social and political functions—
albeit subconsciously in some cases. The stories told in school have
been such as to engender patriotic sentiments and social stability. In
South Africa, until recently, the teaching of history was intimately
associated with the perpetuation of apartheid. In Angola and
Mozambique, until independence, it glorified Portuguese colonialism.
And in the region’s former British colonies, all schooling was inculcated
with British values and knowledge: schoolchildren knew more about
the mountains and monarchs of Britain than about the geographies
and histories of their own land, or those of their neighbors. After
independence, the teaching of history throughout the region was
skewed to advance the interests of political elites.

Theories create the real world in which people learn to act. No small
part of the strategic license that enabled South Africa’s minority
government to destabilize the region in the 1970s and 1980s was the
result of generation upon generation of South Africa’s white youth
learning—being taught—to look upon their neighbors as inferior and
manipulated by external powers hostile to South Africa. The result was
the infamous “total strategy,” an attempt to mobilize the entire resources
of the apartheid state to face a “total onslaught.”3 The revelations of
former members of South Africa’s security forces shows how all-
pervasive the feelings of racial superiority were and how these—learned
at school but reinforced by compulsory military service—were linked
to a crude anticommunism and racism.4 Today, the need to change this
sort of indoctrination has been widely recognized. Gradually, we hope,
the idea of teaching a history that stresses the importance of cooperation
is coming to the fore. How the people(s) of southern Africa face up to
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the truth of their common history remains to be seen. The installation
in South Africa itself of a Truth Commission—to look into the crimes
of the country’s apartheid past—as a means of helping national
reconciliation will have profound effects on the region.5 South Africa’s
destabilization of the region was a moment of profound destruction.
Seeking the truth in South Africa, as a means of promoting healing
within, will be part of creating cooperation across the whole of southern
Africa because life in the region is so intertwined. President Nelson
Mandela recognized this when he signed the bill that established the
Truth Commission: “Our immediate neighbours…suffered devastation
at the hands of the apartheid forces and, in these countries, many…died
and suffered terrible losses.”6

In any human relationship, agreeing on the shared past is a major
step toward agreeing on a shared future. The contrast in the relationship
between France and Germany since 1945 on the one hand, and Greece
and Turkey on the other, is instructive in this regard.7 Sharing a view
of history and of the contemporary world does not guarantee security
and cooperation between people(s), but it helps. In this respect, Antonio
Gramsci’s concept of hegemony and Robert Cox’s idea of the self-
interested character of knowledge are crucial for critical security
studies.8 Through these lenses critical security studies can help deliver
counterhegemonic facts and other-interested knowledge on which to
construct alternative images of regional security. But another lens must
be fashioned, and this is a revisioned concept of security.

UNDERSTANDING SECURITY

From the critical security studies perspective, security has no objective
meaning but is intersubjectively invented, an epiphenomenon of
contending political philosophies. For most of the postwar years,
regional security in world politics derived from a top—down,
masculinized Anglo-American conception of society and politics. This
conception focused on the security of states and military stability. Since
the mid-1980s a growing body of opinion has favored a shift to an
expanded concept of security, and this is a view we share.9 This
expanded concept can be conceived of in terms of different vertical
levels (the security of individuals, relevant groups of all kinds including
states, and humankind as a whole) and in terms of different horizontal
dimensions (including a wider agenda of issues, such as political,
economic, societal, gender, and environmental, as well as military).
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The expanded concept of security is particularly pertinent to the
situation in southern Africa, because top—down, statist, and
militarized perspectives do not accord with either the empirical
character of the region or nonstatist normative concerns. On the latter
point, for example, Maxi van Aardt argues for a radically different
political philosophy out of which to reformulate security in the region,
namely, a “perspective of care and responsibility.”10 The normative
basis of such politics can be challenged, but what few will dispute is
the inappropriateness of traditional security analyses to a part of the
world where the infrastructure is markedly different from Europe, the
crucible of realism. The states of southern Africa, for example, do not
match the textbook images of Anglo-American political science. These
states have not stood as reliable watch-keepers over the security of
their inhabitants.11 In the southern African context the state is often
the problem, not the solution. In southern Africa, state security has
often been hostile to human security; the phrase has been a code word
for the security of (usually very oppressive) political regimes and social
elites.

Colonialism and apartheid are quintessential examples of this. But
postcolonial African states have not been friendly to their peoples
either. Nor have moves to democracy and economic reform helped
much. In some African countries—Zambia is a good example—the
introduction of multiparty democracy and structural adjustment
policies have only managed to rearrange elites. The international
economic system has not been friendly to the building of healthy
societies in sub-Saharan Africa, and this has only exacerbated the
despair in postcolonial Africa. The problems faced by southern Africa
are legion, as will be evident from the later discussion. The region’s
people(s) have suffered—and continue to suffer—huge privation of
rights. Particularly affected have been women and children, whose
lives are ignored in traditional security studies. The Human
Development Reports by the United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) attest to this and, incidentally, offer interesting and innovative
approaches to understanding and trying to overcome the
predicaments.12

The apparently simple question, “what is security?” in the context
of southern Africa—as elsewhere—requires a range of decisions about
broad versus narrow interpretations of the concept, political questions
about the status quo and change, and the discussion of the priority of
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different levels (vertical) and dimensions (horizontal) of security. The
ending of colonialism and now apartheid has created an opportunity
for opening up this discussion and the implementation of appropriate
practices, but wide acceptance of an expanded understanding of
security is not guaranteed. We cannot be confident of this until we
know the answer from key actors in the region to the question: whose
security?

REFERENTS FOR SECURITY

Critical security studies complicate the hitherto commonsensical real
world of traditional security studies by changing and often multiplying
the referent object(s) in the security debate. Traditionally, states have
been the primary referents because in orthodox political theory they
have been seen as the guardians of their inhabitants’ security from
external and internal threat. But states are not the only candidates as
referents. Alternatives include individual human beings, nations, ethnic
and kinship groups, and the whole immanent global community of
humankind. The choice being offered here is a fundamental one. Put
simply, when we are talking about security in southern Africa, whose
security are we addressing? Who (as well as what) is regional security
all about?

These questions are important because of the terrible gap that is
often present between traditional political theory and the lives of
people(s) in particular settings. South Africa illustrates the problem
with black-and-white clarity. During the apartheid years, security for
the minority-ruled state was tied to a complex Cold War mythology
that portrayed South Africa as a threatened, insecure, and embattled
bastion of Western civilization. This view, in the early 1980s, drew
the military to the center of the decision-making process. Meanwhile,
the overwhelming majority of the country’s people did not share this
view of who and what threatened the state, but they were completely
excluded from access to power. Nor did South Africa’s neighbors see
an insecure state: they saw a state that was all too strong and that, in
its efforts to secure itself even further, embarked on a devastatingly
offensive forward-defense strategy. The security of the apartheid regime
therefore meant the insecurity of both the majority population of the
South African state and the neighbors of that state. National security
for South Africa meant security for the white minority, not the vast
majority of citizens in the state, and it meant insecurity for South
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Africa’s neighbors. For both the black majority and neighbors the
growth of the insecurity of the South African state represented their
best hope for security promised by the idea of a nonracial, freely elected
government. Here, we see the peoples of southern Africa as the victims
of different definitions of the primary security referent.

There is therefore a fundamental problem in the traditional realist
equating of security exclusively with the security of the state, and of
the associated use of the language of national security to cloak the
interests of sectional groups. Critical security thinking must always as
a matter of priority address the issue of the appropriate referent(s). As
it happens, this issue has been under consideration in southern Africa
as a result of the end of the Cold War and the transition in South
Africa. Apart from a widespread recognition in South Africa of the
need to give a bottom-up perspective on the question “who is security
all about?”, there has been a growing recognition throughout the region
as a whole of the desirability of a regional dimension to the security
referent. The three interstate regional groupings, particularly the
Southern Africa Development Community (SADC), have been
searching for ways to engage the region’s people, and the promise to
promote individual security has played a significant part in this
appeal.13 So far so good. But there is an obvious problem: the members
of SADC are states, and as such there are limits to the extent to which
they can be involved in the domestic affairs of neighboring states.
Recognizing the rights of individuals is an important step forward,
but willing the end does not necessarily produce the availability of the
means. In this respect, as will be discussed later, the general weakness
of civil society in the region is an important consideration, and a
constraint on achieving the political salience of the rights of individuals.

The definition of the primary security referent(s) in southern Africa
is not a value—free, objective matter of “describing the world as it
is”—as it has been falsely characterized in traditional realist theory. It
is, as the region’s history so tragically shows, a profoundly political act.
Whatever definition emerges has enormous implications for the theory
and practice of regional security, and not least in terms of identifying
threats.

THE THREAT AGENDA

Clearly, the more expansively we conceive of security—vertically and
horizontally—the fuller the threat agenda will be. Because critical
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security studies favor the expansive concept, it is evident that it is a
recipe for an excess of threats. This problem has to be faced squarely,
and the difficulties should not in themselves be an excuse for regression
into the shriveled conceptions of realism. Three points are pertinent.
First, no security policy can erase the whole of life’s threats. Instead,
we must conceive of the search for security as a balanced attempt to
try to create a less threatening structural context for life’s ordinary
struggles (so that people can pursue their lives in a more cooperative
and less violent environment, taking on only those insecurities they
choose—changing jobs, rock climbing, and so on). Second, placing
threats in order of priority is a problem that has to be resolved in the
political process. It cannot be settled by theoretical discussion; the
latter can only clarify issues such as referents and principles. Three,
the perpetuation of the traditional narrow agenda will leave security
advice narrowly dominated by the traditional military and other
security specialists. As was seen in the “Draft White Paper on National
Defence” prepared by the (new) South African National Defence Force,
these specialists would prefer to keep the security agenda limited.14

Why? If we are serious about human rights, economic development,
the lot of women, and so on—all priority security problems for
somebody—then we must simply accept the problems of an expanded
agenda. We must ask why some security experts might want to keep
an issue such as human rights or environmental matters off the security
agenda. We must ask it with more than normal curiosity if the person
concerned is a supporter of the region’s traditional insecurity
establishments.

Most people(s) in southern Africa have lived in extreme insecurity
in recent decades. Many still do, but now that the marauding apartheid
state is gone it is evident that most people(s) have more to fear from
dangers other than the ambitions of the armed forces of neighboring
states. Typical of this is the threat represented by the linkage between
water and food security in a region with a propensity for drought.15

Until recently, such issues were not on the security agenda. The drought
and near-famine of 1992 brought authorities in the region closer to
understanding that without adequate planning the provision of
southern Africa’s basic needs is problematical. The Southern Africa
Development Community was aware of the problem, but South Africa
(the region’s most security-conscious state at the time) was not
prepared, and neither was Botswana (the region’s wealthiest country),
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which discovered an important link between urban poverty and
drought.

The threat of food scarcity is, for many, more fundamental than
the threat of military violence. Achieving household food security in
southern Africa has been held back; this is central for both economic
development and regional security. Although the economies of the
region are open, trade within the region is small. At the same time,
agricultural performance has been poor in comparison with the
growth of population and has had to be offset by increasing imports
of cereals and the provision of food aid. When food shortages and
water scarcity coincide with mass migration and the breakdown of
society—remember the agony of Rwanda in 1994—the result may
be cholera. This threat is more virulent because of the widespread
ignorance about the development and transmission of this and other
diseases. In these and other examples (drugs, violence, falling
investment, and the threat to the fulfillment of peoples’ expectations
in South Africa) it is evident that major security threats in the region
are intimately interconnected. But what ideas should guide the policies
seeking to overcome the threat?

EMANCIPATION AND SECURITY

Traditional security studies have privileged power and order in security
policy; inevitably, this has led to a focus on states, military power, and
the preservation of the status quo. In contrast, critical studies privilege
emancipation as the main value, which in turn leads to a focus on
people, justice, and change.16 The issue of emancipation is a huge and
complex one, and we have no room to develop it here. In headline
form, however, our view is that emancipation is synonymous with an
open-ended and ethical conception of politics, the rejection of false
necessities in social life, justice as fairness, empowerment and choice,
mutual respect of rights, the acceptance of common humanity duties,
and the promotion of world-order values such as economic justice,
nonviolence, humane governance, ecological sustainability, and human
rights. The way emancipation in practice might be operationalized is
likely to be contested, but the critical perspective sees its achievement
as synonymous with security. Emancipation has been a powerful
driving force throughout the twentieth century, and there is no sign
that it is waning. The most dramatic event in the history of southern
Africa, the ending of apartheid, was the result of the oppressed majority
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in South Africa and the people of southern Africa working with the
global metanarrative seeking emancipation from racism.

The processes shaping the context for emancipation take many
forms and operate at a variety of levels. In southern Africa the regional
level is still dominated by the relations between states. However, their
character has changed radically from the apartheid era, when violent
confrontation was the order of the day. More recently, we have seen
nonaggression pacts and confidence-building measures. Looking
beyond traditional statist approaches is only at an embryonic stage.
Where groupings in the region have managed to coalesce, forms of
regional solidarity have been expressed. The outstanding example is
the Draft Social Charter of Fundamental Rights of Workers in southern
Africa; this contains a variety of demands, including one on migrant
workers.17 Recent suggestions include the adoption of a Charter of
Citizenship for southern Africa and the appointment of a respected
individual from the region as a roving ambassador in the region to
lower tensions and help confidence building.18 More recently, the
premier of South Africa’s Mpumalanga Province has suggested the
establishment of an economic bloc between his province, Swaziland,
and the southern provinces of neighboring Mozambique.19 For
centuries the indigenous people of this fertile triangle of African lowveld
have considered themselves united by the bonds of blood, barter, and
the search for a better life; they speak a common language, the area
engages in a rich exchange of goods, labor, and contraband, and as
has happened so often in Africa, the border between the states was a
powerful growth point. Academics have also been generating
innovative ideas aimed at furthering regional security and
development.20 What all these ideas share is a recognition that the
identification of common interests, the building of common identities,
and the spreading of moral and political obligations are the only
dependable route to long-term regional security. In short, the road to
emancipation is through community.

SECURITY COMMUNITY?

Can southern Africa be considered a community in any sense, and
particularly in Karl Deutsch’s sense of a “security community,” in
which peace is predictable among a group of states?21 Such a
community grows out of the mutual compatibility of values; strong
economic ties and the expectation of more multifaceted social, political,
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and cultural transactions; a growing number of institutionalized
relationships; mutual responsiveness; and mutual predictability of
behavior. The litmus test of a security community is whether or not
the units target each other in a military sense.

Despite efforts to create a sense of community in southern Africa—
some of which have been mentioned—the region is caught in a deep
moment of insecurity. The symptoms of this are all too obvious:
poverty, drugs, violence, unemployment, ethnic tensions, migration,
disease, class, housing, environmental decay, human rights problems,
civil war, the profusion of small arms, and limited education
standards. An additional morbid symptom is the continued suspicion
of South African power, and the continued ambiguity surrounding
its regional policy.

By all important indicators South Africa is the strongest country in
the region. One view about the country’s role sees it as the regional
hegemon that dominates affairs and draws the region toward economic
prosperity. This posture implies, as is the case with all hegemons, the
exercise of both control and interference in the affairs of the weaker
countries of the region. Even a benevolent hegemon is still a hegemon.
At present the direction of South Africa’s regional policy is wholly
uncertain. The government of national unity is buffeted by competing
views. The African National Congress (ANC), for example, fashioned
a policy toward the region that saw South Africa more as the helper
than the locomotive of regional development. As a result, it envisaged
giving far more space to the sharing of South Africa’s resources with
the region. A policy document states that a democratic South Africa
should therefore explicitly renounce all hegemonic ambitions in the
region.22 It should resist all pressure to become the regional power at
the expense of the rest of the subcontinent; instead, it should seek to
become part of a movement to create a new form of economic
interaction in southern Africa based on principles of mutual benefit
and interdependence. The differences of opinion within South Africa
about its regional policy are related in part to the lack of understanding
of the extent to which its very size and potential is seen as a threat by
the countries to the north. States almost always see themselves as more
threatened than threatening.

It is instructive for opinion formers in today’s South Africa to
consider the analogy of the relationship between their own country
and the former Frontline states and that of Russia and the countries
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of the former Warsaw Pact. Whatever the character of the governments
in Moscow and Pretoria, the confidence of their neighbors in regional
security requires that Russia and postapartheid South Africa—the
regional states with the biggest military potential—build confidence
and lessen historic fear by adopting levels of armed force and military
doctrines that are seen as moving in a nonthreatening direction. The
theory and practice of nonoffensive defense is helpful in this regard,
and some in South Africa are mindful of its communitybuilding
potential.23 The determination of South Africa to sell arms creates an
opposite impression. This is a contentious issue. The debate around
the sale of arms goes to the heart of the debate on South Africa’s place
in the world. Faced with poverty and hopes for reconstruction, and
the need to gain foreign capital to generate economic growth, South
Africa’s leaders have chosen to exploit their comparative economic
advantages. The years of sanctions resulted in an efficient armaments
industry. Consequently, South Africa’s government of national unity
is propelled by the demands for reconstruction toward the economics
of arms sales, now that the embargo has been lifted. Recent evidence
suggests an overzealousness—to the point of criminal enrichment of
individuals—on the part of those involved in the sale of South African
arms: this occurred even after the installation of the government of
national unity.24

Against the sale of arms, however, there are countervailing pressures.
Those engaged in the struggle against apartheid took a series of stands
on some of the central issues of our time. Among these were human
rights issues and their link with the sanctity of life and what is implied
by the arms trade.25 Embedded deep within the support structures of
the ANC (and the government of national unity) is strong support for
the principle of disarmament. The dilemma is yet to be resolved: does
South Africa export arms and use the profits to finance social programs,
or does it adopt a more explicitly moral policy and perhaps not garner
as much money?26 These have been familiar predicaments in the post-
Cold War world, particularly in eastern Europe. There, the dilemma
was resolved in favor of economic growth. In South Africa’s case,
however, evidence suggests that, shorn of the subsidies it receives from
the state, the defense sector contributes very little to the country’s
overall economic performance.27

The ambiguity about South Africa’s regional role in the future is
fed by suspicion about South Africa’s regional past. Can a sense of
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community grow in a region in which there has been so much enmity
and violence in the recent past? On first sight such situations look
hopeless, but history suggests that this need not be so. The destruction
of the second World War was the catalyst for the growth of the Western
European community: is it equally possible that a new community
can grow out of the recent history of regional destabilization in southern
Africa? Whether or not it does, time is a necessary healer. Steady work
needs to be done over many years to strengthen community processes
and so turn the historic community of fate that has been southern
Africa into a community of hope. Unprecedented opportunities now
exist to develop regional consciousness. Psychological breakthroughs
will be important, and political drama can play a vital part. Models
exist in President Anwar Sadat’s journey to Israel, Chancellor Willy
Brandt’s act of atonement at the Warsaw Ghetto, and the solemn Te
Deum shared by Chancellor Konrad Adenauer and President Charles
de Gaulle at Rheims Cathedral.28

In southern Africa the onus for such political breakthroughs lies
with the most powerful state and the one most responsible for regional
devastation: South Africa. Before apartheid ended, the white
government missed an opportunity for a symbolic regional gesture.
They did, of course, renounce their nuclear weapons and agree to sign
the NPT, but this was aimed not so much at the region as at the
international community.29 But opportunities still exist in the region.
There has been a muted debate about the possibility of South Africa
paying reparations to its neighbors. The idea has been received with
mixed feelings both in South Africa and the region, so the prospects
for full reparations look remote. A grand gesture appears unlikely at
present, but the fact that Nelson Mandela chose Mozambique for his
first foreign visit after becoming president was seen as a recognition
of the horror that the destabilization policies of South Africa had
caused.30 Additionally, prior to the address to South Africa’s new
parliament by Mozambique’s president, Joachim Chissano, the
parliamentary speaker apologized to Mozambique’s people for the
wrongdoings during the apartheid years of her countrymen.31 The
leaders of South Africa need to show further imagination about the
future and a deeper appreciation about their common past. Being strong
enough to face up to the troubled, controversial, and contentious
history of the region will be one of the building blocks of future
community building. And for some time South Africa occupies a
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significant moral space in world politics as a result of the transition
and “Mandelamania.”

During this interregnum the jury is out on the potential for the
region to become a security community. One possibility in the near
term is that offensive doctrines will be eschewed, and so the region
could become an anomaly in Deutsch’s theory. That is, as the
postapartheid era deepens, southern Africa will consist of states that
may not target each other but neither will they score highly in terms
of economic ties, transnational links, and institution building. It is not
inconceivable, however, that such a community of insecurity might
evolve into a security community. Whether it does depends on the
development of a common sense of purpose among the different
societies across the region; as a starting point they might see themselves
as common victims of structural and geographical insecurities rather
than potential victims of each other. The development and spread of
such a sense of common purpose requires the growth of influential
community-minded agents across the region.

THE AGENTS OF SECURITY

Traditional security studies have focused almost exclusively on
governments and their instruments of policy. The reification of the
state found its apotheosis in Cold War strategic studies. Critical security
studies cannot ignore governments, as they control important levers
of power. But as the history of civil society in Eastern Europe in the
1980s shows, governments are not the only decisive agents.

Comprehensive security requires foreign policy from below, as well
as at the interstate level. For this to succeed, however, will require the
growth of civil society throughout the region: within individual
countries it needs to deepen, but, at the same time, it needs to be
transnational. There are presently attempts to strengthen civil society
in the region, but several obstacles need to be overcome: the legacy of
the region’s colonial and apartheid past, the uneven spread of civil
society through the region, the low income levels, and poor
communications across the region. For the moment, much
responsibility is placed on a relatively small number of individuals
and small groups. But this is always the case with new ideas anywhere.

Efforts at awakening regional consciousness in southern Africa
have been complicated by the experience of the immediate past.
Apartheid and colonialism made the development of transnational
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links difficult. The region’s economic development, however, had
the opposite effect: this may become a factor in the search for new
contours of association in southern Africa. So mine workers from
Lesotho are members of the powerful South African Mine Workers
Union, and South Africa and its neighbors are dependent on the
same water resources.

The region was also involved with the struggle of South Africa’s
majority in a multiplicity of ways, and at the same time many South
African exiles made their homes in the region. These experiences may
lend themselves to effective person-to-person links over the course of
time. Without strong civil society across the region it is unlikely that
either regional consciousness or the development of a comprehensive
vision of security will grow.

What about the role of outsiders as agents of security? In Africa’s
past, outsiders were often the agents of insecurity. If they are to play
the opposite role in the future, they must eschew imposing their own
grand ideas and ambitions and instead help the region to help itself.
Given the legacy of the past, there is great suspicion of outsiders,
and sometimes it is thoroughly deserved. It is no better personified
today than in the figure of Margaret Thatcher, who as prime minister
of Great Britain opposed comprehensive sanctions and instead
professed to see investment as the engine for change; in 1994, in
contrast, she warned Western business against investment in South
Africa.32 In both cases profit and opposition to the interests of the
majority population were the common thread. When prominent
individuals behave in this way, it is not surprising that suspicion of
the North is rife. But even less sympathetic outsiders than Thatcher
are in a difficult position. They are damned if they try to get involved,
and they are damned if they do not. But there are some things
outsiders can do to help the peace process—such as financing the
resettlement of demobilized soldiers or the region’s mounting refugees
or providing material support for lifting the land mines in
Mozambique and Angola—but the key is to remember that it should
be left to those in the region to identify what might be constructive
external involvement.

When we consider the agents of security, whether global or regional,
the potential of women should not be overlooked.33 It is, entirely, in
traditional security studies. Indeed, the theory of International
Relations has ignored women while its practices have been



344 · KEN BOOTH AND PETER VALE

disproportionately hostile to most women. There cannot be a radical
(re)visioning of the regional security picture unless the interests of
women are brought fully into the picture. This means allowing them
full opportunity to acquire the economic, social, and political levers
to advance their position. Education is a first and necessary step.
International experience suggests that women are central to security;
they are the cornerstones in the development of security policies that
aim to reduce the problems that arise from overpopulation, combat
the social and economic difficulties that arise from disease, and help
provide the skills to assist sustainable economic progress. The plain
truth is that without the emancipation of women across southern Africa
there will not be regional security.

THE INSTITUTIONS OF SECURITY

Institutions give agents a context in which to learn and develop a new
consciousness about security. The experience of the hitherto
nationalized bureaucracies of Western Europe in the postwar years is
relevant in this respect. In another respect, the European situation is
very different. The second World War in a sense meant starting from
scratch; the end of the apartheid era in South Africa has meant a
radical change but has not created a year zero in quite the same fashion.
The search for an appropriate institutional framework for new security
is thereby complicated by the region’s recent past.

The security of the South African state was pursued by the
apartheid state at the interstate level by an offensive military strategy
designed to keep the ANC as distant as possible from the country34—
a strategy that had a devastating effect on the region—and by an
attempt to underpin its position by creating a regional economic
institution. The latter was the stillborn Constellation of Southern
African States, which was introduced in the late 1970s. To counter
this, the states of the region engaged in a process of community
building that was aimed not so much at maintaining security in a
military sense but at asserting their economic independence. Two
separate economic groupings were formed—the Southern African
Development Co-ordination Conference (SADCC) and the
Preferential Trade Agreement of East and Southern Africa (PTA);
the former is now known as the Southern Africa Development
Community (SADC), and in 1994 it was decided that the latter be
called the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa
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(COMESA). These joined an existing economic arrangement—the
Southern African Customs Union (SACU)—that linked South Africa
to its closest neighbors and dated back to colonial times. At present,
efforts are under way to develop a single institution under which
security and economic concerns, to the extent they can be separated,
can be drawn together.35 There is not much optimism that it can
work, however, as the various existing bodies continue to clash over
security policy.36 Here, what evolved in Europe might offer a useful
model, in the sense that the delicate stability that grew in the West
did so as a result of complex institutionalization as opposed to any
search for a single security regime. The Common Market, EEC, EU,
NATO, WEU, CSCE, and the European Court all played their
different, and in some cases unexpected, parts. It would be difficult
to devise any single regime structure for European security to cover
the range of functions served by these organizations. The same seems
the case, by analogy, in southern Africa.

Paradoxically, the search for dialogue among the states of southern
Africa began with the signing of the ultimately disastrous non-
aggression pact between South Africa and Mozambique known as
the Nkomati Accord.37 This event took the other governments of the
region by surprise. One outcome was the start of the regular Arusha
conferences on peace and security. The earliest gatherings were
concerned with apartheid’s regional aggression and its impact on
the other countries of the region. Since 1990, however, these
conferences have provided southern African scholars and policy
makers with the space to share perspectives on the region’s security.
Dialogue between policy makers and others—not just academics but
civil society in all its forms—is crucial if efforts to develop regional
outlooks at the interstate level in southern Africa are to avoid some
of the problems in Western Europe, where the process of community
building has been hindered by the gap that has opened up between
governments and their national societies. As a result an impression
has developed that the EU has turned into a club for politicians and
bureaucrats and has grown distant from the sentiments of the people.
This is a warning to southern Africa that security must not only be
conceived at different levels (see earlier) but must then be practiced
at different levels as well.
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REGIONAL AND GLOBAL

The different levels at which security policy must be pursued include
establishing a relationship between regional security structures,
whether they are limited or comprehensive in scope, and extraregional
(including global) bodies. While the trend toward regionalization is
often seen as one of the characteristic features of contemporary world
politics, so is globalization. Furthermore, the record of regional
security structures has not always been impressive in dealing with
regional conflicts, when one considers the European institutions and
the Balkan imbroglio, the Arab League and Middle Eastern wars,
the Organization of African Unity (OAU) and Somalia, and other
conflicts. Extraregional assistance does not guarantee success, but it
can sometimes help.

At present, the region’s people seem very wary of external
involvement. In principle, however, external parties can perform a
variety of functions in regional conflicts. Their troops can sometimes
be more acceptable as peacekeepers than intraregional forces: Angola
is a good example. Their diplomats can sometimes be more acceptable
as mediators. They can generate ideas (frameworks for peace) that
might serve as long-term goals even if they are not presently
acceptable. They can apply a variety of pressures (through diplomatic
appeals to sanctions to peace enforcement). They can take action
and try to isolate a conflict (by helping neighbors and drawing lines).
They can try to limit the escalation of conflict by appeals and
embargoes. And they can sometimes have the authority to sway local
decisions one way or another in a conflict because of the calculations
of the parties about the postconflict situation. Despite present
wariness toward outsiders, the latter’s recent record in subSaharan
Africa is not all negative.

After newsworthy earlier failures in Angola, Somalia, and Rwanda,
the UN has shown its ability to generate peaceful outcomes in both
Angola and Mozambique. Internationally, credit is being given for
these developments to UN mediators, but an important part of their
success is their use of local models. In both countries power-sharing
formulas have been adopted that follow the South African example of
governments of national unity. Outsiders can only help so much. If
the people on the ground do not want to live together and in
cooperation, they will not, and outsiders cannot make them. The
limitations were horrifically exposed in the failure of outsiders—
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including the temporarily deployed French forces—in the bloodletting
that passed for politics in Rwanda in 1994.

Regional security, comprehensively defined, must be based on a
balance of intra—and extraregional perspectives and involvement.
There are no golden rules, for all situations are different, and a lesson
in one place may not work elsewhere. But southern African opinion
formers can learn from mistakes made elsewhere, and, at the same
time, can use outsiders to help them develop their own voices and
answers. This, not parochialism, is what wise leadership entails.

THE REALIST AGENDA

A comprehensive conception of security, as embraced by critical
security studies, clearly has to attend to the traditional security
concerns of realism. Of these, perhaps the most important in the
southern African context is the security dilemma—the ostensibly
irreducible mistrust that states have of each other that results in
defensive preparations, uncertainties, and insecurity.38 It is thought
to be the quintessential dilemma in international politics because it
results in insecurity even in situations where no state has aggressive
intentions. The structure of the situation provokes fear. Are the
dynamics of the security dilemma likely to flourish in postapartheid
southern Africa?

Robert Jackson is one analyst who argued, before the ending of
apartheid, that the security dilemma was not relevant in the sub-
Saharan context.39 In the early 1990s he argued, in contrast to the
traditional (Hobbesian) European assumption that states provide
security for the populations within their borders and security against
external threats in a hostile world, that in sub-Saharan Africa the
traditional security dilemma theory can be turned on its head. He
suggests that the regimes currently in power have a high degree of
external security (they are not seriously threatened from outside)
and that this position is underwritten by the norms of international
society, notably the idea of sovereignty and nonintervention. In
addition, the level of external security is relatively high because of
geographical remoteness from the center of world affairs, the
indifference of outside powers, and the general powerlessness of the
states of the region (assuming a reduction of the South African threat
as a result of its postapartheid external policy). In international terms
the regional states are relatively secure legal entities, with no
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significant security-dilemma pressures (a situation that has been of
considerable benefit to the regimes in power). Internally, the situation
has been much less satisfactory. The states of the region are not social
entities in the manner of textbook states. Their sovereignty is
threatened more from inside than outside (by those wanting to
fragment the state), and the state does not provide security for its
population (because of poverty, lack of development, drugs, high
levels of local violence, and so on). In this situation internal tension
and instability may be high. As a result—a point Jackson did not
make but one that Barry Posen recently did—the security dilemma
might be an important concept in understanding the dynamics of
internal conflicts.40

If Jackson is correct about sub-Saharan Africa being relatively free
of security-dilemma pressures (at the international level, anyway), then
the implications for regional security policy are enormous. It means
that priority must be given to creating stable societies rather than
interstate confidence building.41 In this region, above all, security
literally begins at home.

But is Jackson entirely correct? There is no room for complacency.
In particular, the looming power of South Africa cannot be ignored by
the much weaker states in the region, several of whom have suffered
directly from South Africa’s military might in the past. Botswana’s
recent purchase of arms suggests that South Africa’s neighbors remain
nervous of its power. The earlier discussion of South Africa’s role and
image as regional hegemon is pertinent, as is the comparison between
Eastern Europe (Moscow) and southern Africa (Pretoria). Whatever
the character of the government in Pretoria, there will be some unease
among its neighbors unless clear steps are taken to transcend the
pressures of the security dilemma. These must include disarmament,
the shift to a structural nonaggressive defense policy, symbolic acts of
atonement and reconciliation, and a clear commitment to partnership
in regional community building as opposed to the seeking of
hegemonical status.

Realist concerns must be addressed, but the record suggests that
realist answers are deeply inadequate.42 Overwhelming military
power, and a willingness to use it, did not save the apartheid state.
Power and order, unless informed by an inclusive notion of justice,
are always against somebody and, consequently, are unlikely to offer
the bases for long—lasting peace and order. Indeed, not only were
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the instruments of realism inadequate to save the apartheid state,
but their offensive employment has created serious problems for the
future prospects of postapartheid South Africa. In the social distress
on which international drug dealers now feed, in the regional
impoverishment that now results in massive influxes of migrants into
South Africa, and in the poverty and unemployment that breeds
violence, we can now see the consequences of brutal realism. The
massive problems and uncertain prospects of southern Africa today
are a powerful testimony to the inadequacies of traditional security
theories and practices.

RAINBOW STATES

It has not been the main intention of this chapter to set out a series of
prescriptions for southern Africa deriving from what we take to be
the critical security perspective. General principles have emerged,
implicitly and explicitly, however, as a result of what has been indicated
in relation to a different concept of security, different referents of
security, different agents, and so on. Ironically, the “total strategy” of
apartheid South Africa was a potentially useful label, but it was the
wrong approach, based on the wrong philosophy for the wrong
referent, having at its core the wicked intent of preserving both a single
state and white racist rule.

One of the characteristic features of traditional security theories and
practices is statism, the idea that all loyalty and decision-making power
should be concentrated on states. Questioning nineteenth—and
twentieth—century assumptions about the moral and political authority
of states is one of the major features of critical security studies. But such
interrogation immediately raises a set of explosive questions in the southern
African context, where issues relating to the state, identity, and territory
interact in complex and contentious ways. What territorial arrangements
in southern Africa will deliver (what sort of) security (for whom)?

The fear of fragmentation has shaped the politics of Africa since
the end of colonialism. The favored territorial principle is therefore
the status quo, and this is enshrined in the OAU. But as the events of
recent years have shown, the status quo is not necessarily cost-free,
satisfactory, or peaceful. Southern Africa offers a perplexing patchwork
of states and identities, and the cost of getting it wrong is blood. The
problems exist at all levels: can anything be unraveled without starting
a process whose end point might be worse?
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At the state level there have already been some debates about the
region’s geographic future. The independence of Namibia, for
example, sparked concern over the future of the enclave of Walvis
Bay, which as a result of colonial history became part of South Africa.
During South Africa’s occupation of Namibia, Walvis Bay was used
extensively for military—strategic purposes. With Namibia’s
independence, and the acceptance in Pretoria that it posed no real
threat to South Africa, it was accepted that the geographical anomaly
could be ended, and in 1994 Walvis Bay became part of Namibia.43

So far so good, one might think, but this experience has set a
precedent, and states around South Africa have instituted a number
of claims on what has been hitherto seen as South African sovereignty.
Lesotho has claimed parts of the Free State and Swaziland areas of
the Eastern Transvaal. Such claims have been paralleled by a debate
on the future of individual countries.

This concern has particularly focused on the landlocked country
of Lesotho.44 During a state visit to Lesotho in mid—July 1995, South
Africa’s president suggested that discussions be opened with Lesotho
on giving the tiny mountain kingdom access to the sea through South
Africa.45 Entirely surrounded by South Africa and dependent on it
economically (some consider it merely a labor reserve), the prospects
for its citizens looked grim even before the political crisis of early
1994. The threats to the country’s independence drew the military
closer to the political process, and an authoritarian civilian
government was overthrown by the military. This exacerbated a series
of conflicts over the distribution of resources and the lack of potential
for domestic production. Lesotho’s capacity to sustain its
independence was further undermined when its neighbors—South
Africa, Zimbabwe, and Botswana—promised to involve themselves
in the settlement of its domestic disputes. Although this intervention
formally restored democracy to the mountain kingdom, it ironically
further whittled away its fragile hold on its own sovereignty. The
initiative further weakened the state’s image by devaluing the symbols
of national authority. The questionably viable state of Lesotho,
together with the relatively stable monarchy of Swaziland, is
threatened by both the emergence and model of the new democratic
South Africa.

Widespread migration in southern Africa has further undermined
the viability of states and the integrity of borders. This movement
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creates crises in the lives of individuals and stresses in the fabric of
societies. In the past South Africa’s economic success rested in no small
part on the migration of workers to its economic heartland. Such
movement was increased in the 1980s by the wars of destabilization,
especially from Mozambique. The terrible conflict in Rwanda and its
knock-on effects in Zaire will continue to traumatize the public in
South Africa, as some elements in the press and elsewhere drew
simplistic understandings of the issues surrounding migration in the
region.46

In the 1990s a new wave of economic migrants is occurring. In
some cases they have been pushed from their own countries by
devastating droughts or deepening environmental decay and are drawn
to the regional magnet of South Africa. But there are also different
microtrends: Angolans moving to Namibia, and Zambians moving to
Zimbabwe and Botswana. In countries where unemployment is already
a problem—including South Africa itself—the arrival of migrants is
unwelcome and a focus of social tension. There are also ugly
international dimensions, such as the mass deporting of “illegals,”
electric fences, and military patrols: these are not the images the
postapartheid government wanted to project in the region.47 Other
problems are less immediately obvious. One such is the migration of
skilled professional people from the region to South Africa, but the
latter’s gain represents a serious loss to countries already desperately
lacking in skills.

The penetrability of borders is a necessary condition of regional
community, but if other conditions are lacking it can be a factor of
instability. In southern Africa, cross-border activity has developed a
negative momentum, in the form of desperate and unwelcome migrants,
drug smuggling, and the unimpeded spread of small arms. There is a
whole new phenomenon of border economies, but not one calculated
to enhance regional security.

In southern Africa, as in some other major regions in world politics,
there seems to be a tension between the forces of fragmentation and
integration. And when seen like this, the future seems bleak indeed.
But it is not necessary to conceive of the problem in this way; indeed,
to do so is to remain trapped in the old dichotomies of traditional
(statist) security thinking. Why is it not possible, at the end of the
twentieth century, to have both fragmentation and integration? This
involves moving away from the simple patterns of statism to complex
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structures and processes characterized by shifting power away from
the state level (upward to regional community institutions and
downward to local community bodies) and moving away from
nineteenth-century notions of identity toward more complex answers
to the question “who am I?” Whatever the EU’S current problems,
the development of subsidiarity and community in Western Europe,
on the ruins of centuries of nation-statism, shows what can be achieved
within decades. The choice for southern Africa is stark. Should its
agents of security seek to create a regional system over the next forty
years of relatively homogeneous states, seeking to pursue national
interests relatively autonomously? Or, alternatively, should they seek
to develop a southern African community made up of nonstatist states
committed to regionalism and human diversity internally and
externally? From the perspective of critical security studies the former
has not worked in the past and will not work in the future: the latter
has not been tried and will be difficult to operationalize, but we believe
that it offers the only lasting basis for security. Is it expecting too
much?

The ethnic issue in southern Africa sends out conflicting signals.
In South Africa it brought the process of settlement close to disaster,
and it still smoulders; in Angola there is a danger of exaggerating
the importance of ethnicity; in Namibia ethnicity seems to loom as a
longterm source of instability despite the benign nature of the
settlement; in Zimbabwe and Botswana ethnicity seems driven by
socioeconomic factors; in Zaire ethnicity shows signs of fueling the
trend toward devolution; and in Rwanda and Burundi ethnicity is
variously seen as the spark of genocide or a contingent factor. There
seems little doubt that those states and societies that can organize
diversity within their own borders will be better able to adapt to the
interdependent demands of world politics than those who enter the
twenty-first century with the simple identity mind-sets of nineteenth-
century nationstatism. This seems to be appreciated in key circles in
South Africa, where Archbishop Desmond Tutu has repeatedly spoken
about the miracle of “rainbow” societies and President Mandela has
called for approaches that make the world safe for “diversity.”48

Despite the evident problems, when measured in historical time, rapid
progress has been achieved in the region in recent years. Multiracial
Zimbabwe, independent Namibia, and postapartheid South Africa
all attest to the possibility of tolerance in a part of the world in
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which race, for centuries, was the single most determining factor in
a human life—even more crucial (contra Freud) than gender. If
rainbow states can develop within and across the states of southern
Africa, of all places, the revisioning of security as emancipation cannot
be dismissed by traditional security specialists as merely wishful
thinking.

CRITICAL SECURITY STUDENTS AND REGIONAL
SECURITY

It is increasingly apparent how poorly equipped traditional security
studies have been in conceptualizing and handling the security
situation(s) in southern Africa. If there is one matter that is
uncontestable as world politics hurry through the 1990s, it is that the
military factor must be considered as only one element in the mosaic
of security policy. Military policy might be able to deter war, but it
cannot deliver comprehensive security. But if traditional security studies
are inadequate, critical security studies are only beginning. The
academic infrastructure within southern Africa shows the familiar
dominance of traditional approaches,49 the limited and unbalanced
distribution of academic resources, and only occasional oases of critical
perspectives.

All the countries of the region have institutes that deal, in general
terms, with international and regional security issues. The biggest
concentration is within South Africa. There, four bodies (one
business-linked, one government-linked, and two university-based)
have a specialized interest in region-wide issues. Several strategic
studies institutions are interested in regional security questions, mostly
from the traditional perspective (one, for example, enjoyed close
links with the Defense Forces of the old regime, while another is
staffed by former officers of the same forces). Development issues
are studied at a range of universities and institutes, far apart
geographically and ideologically. Elsewhere in southern Africa there
are institutions concerned with international and regional studies,
although they remain invisible to northern security specialists: they
exist in Botswana, Mozambique, Lesotho, Namibia, Tanzania,
Zambia, and Zimbabwe. Of particular note, there is the freestanding
and, in the region, uniquely sponsored (by the governments of
Mozambique and Tanzania) Center for Foreign Relations (CFR).
The center has organized a series of conferences under the theme
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“Peace and Security in Southern Africa,” and it is widely agreed that
these gatherings are the most important venues for the deliberations
of security and development questions in the region. As yet there is
no regional-level institute that deals with long-term regional
questions. This gap has been identified by those seeking to foster
regional integration, and the possibility has emerged of a SACD-
linked Institute on Security and Development.50

At a time of flux it is easy for agendas to fall entirely into the
hands of those with political power, and for that power to be
employed only with short-term perspectives. This has happened in
South Africa where the Institute for Defence Policy, a think tank
dominated by former members of apartheid defense forces, has seized
the policy agenda. Critical security students have an important role
to play, by raising the salience of different security conceptions,
referents, threats, principles, institutions, and timetables. It may not
be possible to exercise any direct influence on those presently
exercising power, but indirect influence and a long-term perspective
can be hoped for. At the minimum, academics have some space to
influence the next generation of educated people. Are they to be
taught to replicate the past or are they to learn to be critical? Our
answer by now should be obvious. In their research and teaching,
academics can play a part in (re)forming the historical and recent
facts of regional security as a necessary foundation for reforming
regional security.

The first task of critical security studies is to bring about a revision
of the world, and its regions, and then bring about a revision of
politics. In the long run, security in the form of peace, order, and
justice must come from within the people(s) of the region. At present
they do not have much of a voice in their own affairs. Consequently,
critical security studies must engage with practical politics in southern
Africa and speak up for those without security. The latter are countless
in this region at the individual level, while the voice of the region as
a whole is being drowned out on the preoccupied and overloaded
world stage.

NOTES

A different version of this essay originally appeared in International Affairs
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Conclusion: Every Month Is

“Security Awareness Month”

BRADLEY S.KLEIN

The official magazine of the U.S. Department of State,
appropriately—if unimaginatively—titled State, announces by way
of a cover story that January 1995 is “Security Awareness Month.”1

No small pronouncement, this is, in a post-Cold War world
characterized by dozens of regional conflicts, serious threats against
human rights, global warming, the worldwide migration of plagues
and epidemics, the instability of incipient democracies, and the spread
of nuclear armaments-development programs by aggressive countries
suspected of wanton irresponsibility, if not outright terrorism. But
no, it turns out that this is something much less than the state’s
rethinking of a fundamental security agenda. Closer inspection of
the cover, as well as a read of the two-page article inside, reveals this
as practical advice about posts overseas that, we are warned, are
increasingly subject to a variety of direct physical threats. As it turns
out, rape, thefts, carjacking, murder, muggings, burglary, and purse
snatching are the abiding issues of the day for U.S. personnel posted
overseas. The model of security in strategic studies, seen as direct
threats of force and military power, has now been reduced and
concentrated into their effects on the micropolitics of modern
diplomacy.

No need to trivialize this. With the collapse of the grand
narrative—the Cold War—that had sustained a strategic definition

12
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of state security for some forty-five years, the field has now to get
down to the nitty—gritty of its own existence under admittedly hostile
global conditions.

Hardly a way to address the complexities of modern world politics—
or the fact that conventional accounts of security are not up to the
multiple forms assumed by global politics in the post-Cold War era.
Small wonder that quarterly journals regularly subscribed to by leading
decision makers inside and outside of government have been issuing
expanded views of security since the walls came tumbling down across
the German-German divide. Such popular voices have been echoed in
the halls of power, where a spate of government officials and hopeful
appointees have been variously testifying as to the enhanced
construction of modern security—to the point where, on some
accounts, national security information might extend to the domain
of economic and industrial spying. In the highly competitive world of
high—tech industry and information processing, every little byte helps,
although whom it helps is not quite clear.

Not all accounts of an enhanced security agenda would appear to
sanction hypermodernist surveillance and extended state power in the
name of global security. There are, as it turns out, a variety of
formulations available for those who would extend the current terms
of strategic discourse into a dialogue about politics writ large. That,
after all, is the point of the intellectual ferment within the subfields of
the International Relations discipline that concern themselves with both
theory and security studies. In a manner with which all of the essayists
in this book are familiar, a range of disciplinary debates about the general
nature of International Relations has been amplified by a stunning series
of developments in recent world history to pose fundamental questions
about the whole meaning and pursuit of security. Most important, these
are not sectarian debates limited to a particular province of the
conceptual landscape. Mainstream theorists also know that something
is awry with the conventional approach and that, at the very least, it
needs its own strategic defenses. Why else concern themselves, as does
Stephen Walt’s much-cited article “The Renaissance of Security Studies,”
with fortifying disciplinary boundaries against those who would expand
the meaning of security beyond externally originating military threats
to the state and its borders?2

Recognizing the limits of security studies is not just a post-Cold
War phenomenon. Witness Robert McNamara’s tortured attempt
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to explain (away) the series of shortcomings that led the United States
during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations into the Vietnam
War.3 At nearly every turn of his narrative, McNamara admits that
perceived weaknesses in the arguments for involvement and escalation
were never seriously explored, and that the prevailing mind-set of
decision makers working within the operational code of the
Containment strategy allowed no room for critical inquiry. What
we witness is a lack of imagination, and a resulting failure of nerve
to challenge, or even explore, the most elemental components of
security and its attending language of threat, perception, and
response.

As a number of chapters in this volume demonstrate, however,
security considerations are not objectively gleaned from a neutral road
map of world politics; they are themselves socially constructed and
discursively reproduced in ways that are contestable and subject to
revision. David Mutimer’s chapter, for instance, illustrates how various
readings of the problem of arms proliferation today sustain distinct
political norms about responsibility and irresponsibility in the very
definition of the issue. Beverly Crawford and Ronnie Lipschutz’s
account of the Yugoslavia conundrum also establishes the links between
interpretive norms and policies of (non)intervention. And Karin Fierke’s
concluding account of metaphor and cultural representation in recent
European security debates shows that successive descriptions of
European alliance building—in terms of courtship, family, club, house,
and insurance—have all been part of the narrative politics by which
security is constructed and legitimized.

Even the most dedicated realist today cannot avoid concluding
that when it comes to security policy, theory makes a difference in
how the world is viewed. Or, to draw out a point that animates the
chapters here by Michael Williams and Keith Krause, the claims of
social science objectivity and value neutrality that had long
underpinned scientific approaches to realism and International
Relations cannot be sustained without an appeal to the normative
political commitments that made such accounts possible. Ironically,
the idea of a normative commitment undercuts the self—
representation of those who see themselves as pursuing security as a
policy science. The claims of a science of world politics based on the
primacy of a security dilemma among states in an anarchic states
system emerge from tacit norms of stability, order, and the preserving
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of a specific moment in the evolution of hierarchy in global power.
Security studies, in the guise of both realism and its neorealist variant,
is the point at which a strategic discourse of organized violence
becomes a hegemonic discourse of world order.4

The limitation of security studies is thus not simply an empirical
phenomenon produced, or revealed, by the end of the Cold War and the
resulting complexities of postbloc politics. Amitav Acharya argues in
this book, for example, that when it comes to Third World politics,
security studies has fundamentally failed to address, much less adequately
explain, the overwhelming majority of wars and civil conflicts that have
characterized world affairs since 1945. Security studies, after all, is not
some neutral reflection of contending global forces but is itself an
interpretive mode, a disposition to the world. In the parlance of recent
critical scholarship, it is a constellation of discourses about world politics
that has always privileged statist and military practices when confronting
international developments, and it has done so in ways that rationalize
the power of the dominant states while peripheralizing, or
“Orientalizing,” the dynamics of developing societies. If security studies
managed to find for itself a safe place in liberal society as part of the
policy sciences, that is because it was more sophisticated and self-
conscious about its politics than was its predecessor, the more narrowly
force-oriented field of classical strategic studies. The postwar shift in
the United States from the War Department to the Defense Department
suggests that the manipulation of force must find politically acceptable
guises for itself. In a way that none of these essays quite makes clear,
security studies was entirely a product of the post-World War II
environment, when liberal societies undertook projects of both
decolonizing and maintaining global order under Western protection
and coordination. In Gramscian terms, security became a crucial element
in the construction of hegemony—a hegemony that operated not simply
between states but below them as a mechanism for binding the civil
societies of the West and its aspiring allies. Its self-representation, in
Hobbesian terms of an anarchic security dilemma, masked the deeper
global politics of state building, elite recruitment, modernization,
militarypolice training, and societal incorporation. Security, in other
words, was never simply about preparing against military threats “out
there.” It was always intended as a way of defending common ways of
life. It was an inherently cultural practice that was always about more
than just the deployment of weapons systems.



CONCLUSION · 363

Ken Booth’s semiautobiographical “Security and Self: Reflections
of a Fallen Realist” in this volume gives powerful voice to an element
of security studies that has never received adequate attention. Security
studies functioned, after all, not merely as a map of potential military
threats but also as a mechanism for the construction of political
community. In terms of a sociology-of-knowledge approach, for
example, security studies provides an interpretive repertoire that
empowers certain actors in global affairs by favoring their domain of
responsibility. A crucial amplifier in this sociology of knowledge and
elite recruitment was the strategic think tank and its associated
community of practitioners poised at the intersection of scholarship
and policy. Booth makes clear how easy it is in terms of self-confidence
and ease of career advancement for the bearers of such a security
outlook to replicate themselves while marginalizing dissent. Perhaps
the professional rewards inherent in such a community of shared
discourse explain how someone like McNamara could hold back his
own discontents and continue to operate. Even when he left the United
States Defense Department in early 1968, McNamara withheld from
publication the scathing indictment of the community of which he
was so central a figure. Of course, the mere lure of being close to
power and of partaking in its benefits does not suffice to explain such
prolonged self—censor ship. As a reading of McNamara’s book makes
clear, when he finally does express his dissatisfaction thirty years after
the fact, the analytical framework from which he writes affords him
not the slightest glimpse of an expanded conception of security. Booth,
by contrast, acknowledges—and shows through his own work—that
developing a more critical perspective requires a massive reconstruction
of one’s disciplinary commitments.

There is a danger in any critical enterprise of its bearers announcing
their particular truth as the latest and greatest newly dominant
paradigm. Special issues of quarterly journals are thereby promised,
and a whole cohort of scholars is thereafter anointed for a brief reign
at the top of the discipline—only to be knocked off by the next coterie
of theorists. Wisely, the editors of this volume have eschewed such
broadsides. Their point, rather, is to stimulate contestability,
interpretation, and politics instead of encasing global security within
yet another lockstep perspective. Indeed, the strength of this volume
is precisely its openness rather than its closure of issues that have for
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too long been heralded as deadly serious concerns best left to realist
and neorealist students of the genre.

At the same time, the editors, perhaps in a mood of undue
optimism, believe that mainstream practitioners and security insiders
with a reformist (liberal) bent will take these concerns seriously. In
so doing, they invoke Robert Cox’s formulation of the difference
between reformist and critical perspectives—a distinction adapted
from Max Horkheimer’s famous dichotomy between traditional and
critical theory.5 In each pairing, the former is defined as an
accommodationist strategy designed to strengthen prevailing
institutional arrangements. The latter attitude assigns itself the
political task of a fundamental transgression and transformation—
invariably in the name of some democratic and emancipatory social
agent who has been excluded and/or disempowered from prevailing
practices. It is one thing to denote the boundary between conventional
and transformative perspectives, but quite another to have them enter
into a constructive dialogue. The presumption of open interest is not
always warranted, the more so in cases where those at the center of
power find themselves on the defensive. As Booth’s chapter here
suggests, when it comes to matters of international security, there is
precious little tolerance for critical space to operate. The intent of
this text, after all, is to address those in positions of authority and to
test the limits of established security practices in terms of political
adaptability.

And yet the effort is being undertaken in large measure because
responsible practitioners themselves understand the way in which
the fate of the West, let alone the fate of the earth, is tied to a far
wider range of issues than conventional strategic-nuclear studies have
emphasized. Ecological crises, terrorist campaigns, resource
shortages, economic instability, legal and illegal immigration, the
drug trade, and the most elemental human rights of survival are just
some of the areas ripe for monitoring, if not intervention, as states
extend their strategic domain in search of practices that render their
civil societies vulnerable. The appeal of such a newly expanded
agenda of security is, on the surface, self-evident. Security studies in
its strategic-military guise had always inflated dimensions of force,
to the neglect of more quotidian dimensions that shape the tenor of
public life. But as Simon Dalby’s chapter here reminds us, such an
expanded security agenda is not without its own risks, as the price
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to be paid for such post-Cold War pursuits is to sanction the state as
an interventionary mechanism in vast domains of contemporary and
international life. The dilemma lies not in recognizing the
interconnectedness of modern industrial life, nor in acknowledging
how fragile those ties are; rather, it rests in centralizing disciplinary
power and in promoting state practices that are inexhaustible in their
scope and ambition. Securing access to resources, or monitoring
technological innovations, simply deepens interventionary practices
and results in panoptic states.6

The problem is not simply technological. It is also inherent in the
modernist legacy of the state’s relation to civil society. R.B. J. Walker
invokes this sensibility, even if his presentation is couched in
philosophical terms rather than structural ones linking state, political
economy, and what geographers call “working landscapes,” both local
and global.7 Security as a set of protective practices is intimately
associated with the rise of the modern state. A grand realist tradition
narrowly construes this legacy in terms of a state of nature and the
need for self-help in the face of anarchy. But as both critical theory
and “structurationist” works have suggested, such an account
presupposes precisely what needs to be explained, namely, the
emergence of those states in the first place.8

Here, it is important to return to some classical thinkers in political
theory, namely, Niccolò Machiavelli and Thomas Hobbes. Both
articulate the grounds on which a state apparatus is constructed over
and beyond its own civil society to preserve the possibility of certain
forms of life within. Machiavelli thus becomes interesting for his
defense of republican virtù and the need for the state to preserve and
contain the nascent dynamics of urban commercial life. The
difference, when measured against the reading of Machiavelli as
nefarious, is that he continually warned against the expectation that
either the prince or the republic would be able to secure space against
the vicissitudes of time—fortuna, as he called it. Hobbes was more
confident that time could be forestalled. He argues in the Leviathan
that the state creates the very possibility of both commercial activity
and personal identity to sustain itself over time. Realists who place
Hobbes in their pantheon miss his most important point. In contrast
to the version deeded to today’s structural realists, Hobbes explicitly
claims that international life is unlike the state of war because the
condition of states is characterized not by natural equality but by
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artificial inequality, dominance, and empire. In other words, the
analogy of international anarchy to the war of all against all in a
state of nature breaks down immediately. Based on a reading of his
work, the chief threat to security in international life derives less
from international violence than from the loss of civic associations
should the polity collapse.

This is the understanding that animates what Mohammed Ayoob
calls “subaltern realism.” His point is that a security studies committed
to examining external contingencies upon the sovereign, territorially
completed state apparatus simply glosses over the most pervasive and
crippling aspects of security threats to emergent Third World states.
Thus, he focuses on securing the very boundaries of the state from
both external threats (regional security complexes) and internal
destabilization. The process of state building is a slow, arduous, and
inherently bloody undertaking, and it is disingenuous for First World
representatives to overlook this in viewing Third World politics. His
account of both the (political) “software” and (security) “hardware”
by which regimes on the periphery of the world political economy
have to sustain themselves provides a powerful complement to
conventional security analysis, one colored by an appreciation for
historical sociology. In Ayoob’s account, such a concern for the security
of subaltern states is part of a project of counter-hegemonic political
resistance by which developing states hold off the more invasive aspects
of a larger world system as they develop their own internal political,
economic, and cultural identity.

For reasons that do not appear to derive internally from the logic
of state building, however, Ayoob resists incorporating an expanded
security agenda into the disciplinary matrix. Part of this has to do
with preserving a certain analytical rigor—no doubt, security politics
in the broader sense is a messy affair in terms of definitional boundaries.
Ayoob is also worried about the divisiveness encouraged by
emancipatory politics. But this is to construe emancipation only as a
matter of political groups, such as ethnonational state movements,
rather than in the more postmodern sense of the kind of
multidimensional identity politics that informs Booth and other
proponents of an expanded security agenda, and that would include
issues of gender, human rights, and cultural plurality. Not surprisingly,
then, one comes away from Ayoob’s contribution sensing that part of
his analytical concern—to constrain the constituent elements of
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security—is tied to hopes of not overloading the state with burdensome
demands in what is admittedly a precarious stage in its unfolding. It is
one thing for a critical tradition to express concern for the militarization
resulting from dominant states as they extend their control of
international order. It is quite another to abandon the pursuit of state
security altogether, particularly when, as Ayoob notes, the resulting
internal stability is a foundation for the construction of civil society in
the first place.

This sets the framework in this volume for what is surely the most
important conceptual debate, namely, whether the modern state—
and not simply its subaltern incarnation—is at all prepared to meet
the burden of securing public life. Walker thinks it is incapable, and
Dalby extends the concern to warning of the dangers inherent in
demanding too much of our political institutions. Meanwhile, Ayoob
rules such concerns beyond the responsibility of the political sphere.
Just because something is important does not mean it should become
part of security. The unresolved dilemma here has to do with the tacit
relationship between security and community. The realist tradition
construes community as only a provisional possibility within the
confines of the state—and it is something counterpoised to the lack of
connectedness prevailing amidst international order. Neorealism,
including much of security studies, sees limited forms of community
possible only for states that constitute alliances and interdependent
modes of cooperation on an issue-by-issue basis.

The task of a critical security studies would be to reformulate the
foundations of security and to link it back to the forms of political
community from which it has been severed by a variety of modern
practices—not the least of which is militarization. Beyond basic issues
of violence, both domestic and international, this new critical approach
would see security as transcending the boundaries of the modern state
and addressing issues of transnational vulnerability. A number of
internal critics have rightly pointed to the question of political overload,
asking, in effect, if in so doing, modern citizens are asking too much
of their political institutions and not relying on forms of social
mobilization and networking that both undergird and overlap those
of the formal state. The issue is particularly appropriate insofar as,
for many citizens of the Third World, the chief source of the daily
insecurity they face is the state itself. But it turns out that on closer
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inspection, many of the same issues confronting developing societies
are part of the fabric of daily life in industrial societies as well.
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