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Chapter 1

Introduction

International security is an evocative and of-
ten highly charged subject. In popular per-
ception it is a world of high politics, of inter-
national summits, and not least of war and
conflict. International security readily con-
jures up images of nuclear weapons and oth-
er military arsenals, of soldiers and blue-
helmeted United Nations (UN) peacekeep-
ers, and of geopolitical struggles as states
compete in a zero-sum game for power and
influence and ultimately for national surviv-
al. International security is also often seen as
‘out there’, as what happens beyond safe na-
tional borders and a matter of primary

text/part0004.html#ch01a
text/part0004.html#ch01a


concern to statesmen, diplomats, and gener-
als, a world of secrecy and high stakes poker.
Indeed, statesmen and military elites often
see themselves as tasked with the responsib-
ility of identifying threats to the nation and
providing means of protection and response,
and as such international security is also of-
ten the arena where politicians see the
chance to gain reputations for great states-
manship, thereby securing their place in the
national canon.

This, however, is not the whole story and
other images can tell a different tale. Media
pictures of refugee camps, child soldiers, mi-
grants drowned at sea, Somali pirates, na-
tional liberation struggles, retreating ice
caps, and burning oil wells indicate a less
glorious and more complicated realm. And
while (from a Western perspective) such im-
ages may still locate international security
abroad beyond safe national borders, other
images can tell a different story again. Look
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hard enough and our everyday lives are in-
creasingly intertwined with worlds of inter-
national security, from the proliferation of
surveillance systems and border controls de-
signed to identify potential threats and sus-
picious behaviour, to the political, economic,
and social consequences of the purchases we
make in an age of globalized production net-
works. Understood this way international se-
curity affects us all, both directly and indir-
ectly, and is therefore too important just to
leave to statesmen and generals.

These various images provide a brief illustra-
tion of the complexity and breadth of con-
temporary debates about international se-
curity. Whereas during the Cold War the in-
ternational security agenda was dominated
by concerns about the East–West conflict,
the balance of power, nuclear proliferation,
and military strategy, today a host of other
issues have also found their way onto the
agenda. Traditional concerns have obviously
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not gone away and can be seen in recurrent
speculation about the implications of the rise
of China on world order, in the rhetoric of a
‘new Cold War’ in respect of a revanchist and
emboldened Russia, in debates over whether
future security concerns will be dominated
by a ‘Clash of Civilizations’, and in concerns
over nuclear proliferation to ‘rogue states’.
Today, though, such issues are also often
connected with concerns over the rights and
wrongs of humanitarian intervention, the
spread of infectious diseases, food supplies,
migration patterns, transnational organized
crime, terrorism, environmental change, and
poverty.

For some people the expansion of interna-
tional security agendas is an unwanted dis-
traction from what should be the core con-
cerns of war, peace, and state security. In
contrast, this book argues that expanding
understandings of the nature of international
security acknowledges the complex dynamics
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and multiple factors that frequently underlie
narrower concerns with war and peace.
Moreover, expansion has also been accom-
panied by more radical implications. The in-
creasing emphasis on humanitarian and eco-
logical concerns that seek to locate the lived
experience of people at the heart of debates
about security has, for example, challenged
the priority traditionally accorded to states.
Put differently, in a globalizing and increas-
ingly interconnected world people are be-
coming increasingly aware of how security
dynamics in different parts of the world, and
even in their local neighbourhoods, are often
intimately connected. The traditional do-
mestic–international divide when talking
about security is therefore increasingly
breaking down.

This book provides an insight into this com-
plexity and some of the questions it raises.
Broadly speaking the book is divided into
two halves, with Chapters 3–5 focusing on
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more traditional security concerns of war,
peace, and international order and Chapters
6–9 homing in on key debates central to the
expansion of the international security
agenda. In tackling these issues, however,
the book seeks to sensitize readers to three
core analytical points. First, debates about
international security cannot be separated
from considerations of power and politics.
This can be seen, for example, in how de-
bates about the relative merits of the expan-
sion of the international security agenda ulti-
mately raise questions concerning who gets
to set the agenda or frame how particular is-
sues are understood as threats and to whom.
Second, debates about international security
also inevitably entail considerations of
justice, morality, and responsibility. This is
particularly evident when considerations of
human rights, the distribution of resources,
and responsibilities for tackling climate
change are on the table. Given these first two
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points it is important to emphasize that in-
ternational security issues are almost inevit-
ably sites of contention since they typically
evade any singular way of understanding
their nature or the appropriate responses ne-
cessary for their resolution. Third, the book
will also draw attention to the inherent limit-
ations of the structure of the international
system in tackling many contemporary inter-
national security issues, and indeed, suggests
that sometimes the problem may lie in the
very nature of the system itself.

Before turning to substantive debates,
however, the book begins with a theoretical
chapter. This is necessary since any under-
standing of the political and ethical nature of
debates about international security requires
understanding that such debates often have
their background in the different conceptual
and theoretical assumptions that different
actors have, about both the content and
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nature of security and of what constitutes the
appropriate concern of international politics.
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Chapter 2

A contested nature

… when people talk about security prob-
lems they do so in terms qualitatively
different from any other type of prob-
lem. Security is seen as an imperative
not an option. People do not obsess over
cost–benefit analyses or about oppor-
tunity cost: they get on with what has to
be done because they understand that
security goes right to the heart of the ba-
sic contract between state and citizen. In
the same vein, when it comes to security
the worst case scenario is prepared for,
you don’t sit around and hope for the
best.

(Margaret Beckett, UK Foreign
Minister)

text/part0004.html#ch02a
text/part0004.html#ch02a


Security is important, indeed, many people
think it is of utmost importance and a
primary value. Without security we may be
unable to pursue secondary goals of the good
life. Indeed, without security we may become
immobilized by existential anxiety. In this
respect security is also the language of polit-
ical priority. Invoking security is to raise the
spectre of catastrophe if actions are not
taken immediately. Invoking security plays
to our fears, but it is also the language of mo-
bilization. Security gets things done.

For this reason the language of security is
also attractive and can function as a rhetoric-
al trump card for governments. Presenting
issues as matters of national security, for ex-
ample, can legitimize governments in divert-
ing scarce resources to favoured issues, justi-
fy curbing civil liberties or keeping discus-
sions, information, and intelligence out of
the public domain. Not least, it can justify
using military force.
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However, while we may agree security is im-
portant, it is also an elusive concept. The
above quote, for example, tells us little about
the actual content of security, or what it
means in practice. Indeed, disagreements
about the nature and meaning of security are
common and constitute the heart of many
political debates. As it happens the above
quote is taken from an address in which the
UK Foreign Minister was making the case for
prioritizing climate change as a security is-
sue. Not long ago such claims might have
been ridiculed, but the idea of climate
change as a major security threat has today
gained broader acceptance. However, as dis-
cussed in Chapter 7, people still disagree
about precisely in what sense climate change
is a security issue, while a case can also be
made for suggesting that thinking about it in
security terms might itself be a cause of sig-
nificant problems.
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Questioning security
One way of picking apart the elusive nature
of security is to ask some questions of it, the
most obvious being, ‘what is security?’ An-
swers vary and one question easily begets
others. For example, does security simply
entail physical survival or should it also con-
cern conditions of existence, such as a cer-
tain level of welfare or the preservation of
core values? The UN, for example, distin-
guishes between two aspects of security.
What they term ‘freedom from fear’ emphas-
izes threats of physical violence and repres-
sion. ‘Freedom from want’, in contrast, em-
phasizes the provision of basic human needs.
In each case, though, the question still arises
as to where we draw the line and pass from a
position of insecurity to one of security. In
other words, how much fear is acceptable
and how much food and material posses-
sions (or indeed, education, employment,
housing, and health) is actually required to
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meet basic human needs? Moreover, are
these questions best answered in absolute or
relative terms?

A second question concerns whose security
counts. Traditionally debates about interna-
tional security have emphasized the security
of states, as states were seen as the principal
actors of international politics theoretically
understood as charged with upholding the
security of their citizens. In practice,
however, states have often been a source of
considerable insecurity to their own citizens.
In many places (e.g. apartheid South Africa,
Robert Mugabe’s Zimbabwe, Saddam Hus-
sein’s Iraq) state security has rather been
synonymous with upholding the security of
the ruling regime. It is increasingly argued,
therefore, that the security of other things
should be prioritized instead. We might, for
example, emphasize the security of ethnic
groups, individuals/humanity, social classes,
the environment, or even values like liberty
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and freedom. The choices we make matter
since prioritizing the security of one object
might be detrimental to the security of oth-
ers—as when preserving a state’s security re-
quires sending soldiers off to die.

A third important question concerns what
counts as a security issue. Put differently,
this is a question of how threats are identi-
fied and prioritized. It is tempting to think
that threats are self-evident and objectively
knowable; however, in practice this is not the
case and the identification of threats and
their ranking in terms of importance is a
matter of disagreement and politics. For in-
stance, whether high levels of immigration
are viewed as a fundamental threat to social
cohesion and the welfare state, or a solution
to endemic national economic problems re-
lated to skills shortages, ageing populations,
and pension provisions, is hotly debated in
many countries. In principle almost anything
could be constituted as a security threat to

43/348



someone or something. However, whether
particular threat claims garner attention will
depend on how well they resonate with the
security concerns of others, the persuasive-
ness of the argument, and not least on the
power and position of the person or group
making the claim. In this respect the security
concerns of the powerful and powerless often
diverge, while it is often the concerns of the
powerful that dominate international secur-
ity agendas. The prioritization accorded to
international terrorism since 2001, with at-
tention in turn diverted away from problems
of international development, is a case in
point.

Finally, defining the nature of security, the
security object to be prioritized, and the
nature of the threat still leaves open the
question of how security is to be achieved.
This gets to the heart of policy concerns and
debates about security. For example, histor-
ically speaking—and especially when
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international security has been equated with
state security—security has often been
viewed in competitive terms and as depend-
ent upon the accumulation of economic, ter-
ritorial, and military resources. In other
words, security is seen by some as in limited
supply with one’s stock of security easily con-
flated with one’s level of relative power.
However, while a focus on possessions and
resources in a battle for survival can easily
foster a competitive zero-sum mentality with
respect to security, an alternative perspective
is to view security as something held in com-
mon that can be fostered through developing
positive relationships between individuals
and groups that encourages more harmoni-
ous relations. Such views, for example, are
more likely to emphasize the promotion of
justice and human rights in the building of
security. Security, therefore, can be ap-
proached in both competitive and cooperat-
ive terms. However, those agents responsible
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for promoting security can also vary consid-
erably. Traditionally, and as indicated by the
opening quote, the state has been the actor
most frequently tasked with the role of se-
curity provider. However, as threats have be-
come increasingly transnational questions
have also been raised as to whether states are
still the most effective agents for tackling
contemporary security challenges. Increas-
ingly alternative security providers are being
identified, including international and re-
gional organizations, non-governmental or-
ganizations, social movements, and private
security contractors.

The broadening and
deepening of international
security

Conceptual debates about the nature of se-
curity have emerged in conjunction with key
developments in the broader international
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security environment. During the Cold War a
rather limited view of security dominated in
which international security was, for the
most part, conflated with national security.
One result was an emphasis on military
strategy and the need to uphold the balance
of power of the Cold War conflict. Interna-
tional security, therefore, was largely re-
duced to questions of the use and role of mil-
itary force in a competitive international en-
vironment in which states were viewed as al-
most inevitably pitted against each other.

However, as the Cold War unfolded this view
was increasingly challenged. First, the prolif-
eration of nuclear weapons and their refined
explosive power fostered awareness of the
interdependent nature of security. Contrary
to expectations that more military power be-
gets more security, increased numbers of
nuclear weapons (which peaked at around
70,000 in the 1980s) only seemed to en-
hance mutual insecurity. One result of this
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was an influential report of the Palme Com-
mission published in 1982. As indicated by
its title, Common Security: A Blueprint for
Survival, the report argued that the realities
of nuclear war meant that unfettered com-
petition between states could be potentially
catastrophic. Instead, the planet’s very sur-
vival depended on recognizing that in a nuc-
lear age security required restraint and com-
mon action. The report therefore encouraged
the adoption of non-offensive force postures
and fed into initial moves designed to pro-
mote nuclear disarmament.

Moreover, by the 1980s the narrow focus on
military issues was also being challenged. A
key intervention was made by Barry Buzan in
his seminal work People, States and Fear,
which argued for a sectoral approach to se-
curity on the grounds that military security
concerns are usually dependent on develop-
ments in non-military fields. Key sectors
identified were those of military, political,
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economic, societal, and environmental se-
curity, the central argument being that states
have to cope with various threats beyond the
purely military (see Box 1). Indeed, military
threats are often secondary in nature and
result from competition between states in
the other sectors. For example, the Cold War
military standoff was a consequence, not the
cause, of East–West disagreements about
the nature of the good life (societal sector)
and the most suitable economic system for
advancing this (economic sector). Focusing
narrowly on military issues therefore en-
tailed the danger of overlooking the actual
causes of many conflicts.

However, while the sectoral approach
broadened understandings of security it also
left security centred on the state as the prin-
cipal focus of security concern. Throughout
the Cold War this position was challenged
from various standpoints. Third World
scholars, for example, argued that
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prioritizing state security might make sense
in a Western and developed world context,
but was less persuasive in the developing
world where cohesive state structures were
often absent and where internal legitimacy
for ruling regimes was often lacking. Indeed,
throughout much of the Third World the
state often appeared less as a security solu-
tion and more a cause of considerable intern-
al insecurity for citizens. Moreover, the pre-
occupation with the Cold War conflict and
state–state security interactions also meant
that the inequities of the global economic
system and associated problems of under-
development that afflicted a much larger
proportion of the world’s population tended
to be overlooked. This criticism was suc-
cinctly expressed by Johan Galtung, an em-
inent peace researcher, who suggested that
while traditionally the focus had been on dir-
ect violence (war and physical acts of viol-
ence) a fully rounded understanding of
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security would also require focusing on
structural violence. He defined structural vi-
olence as policies which either knowingly or
unknowingly cause suffering to others, such
as people unable to access food and dying of
starvation in conditions of global surplus
food production. One implication of such ar-
guments was that security should therefore
be deepened beyond the state to a focus on
people and systemic economic structures.
Another, however, was to emphasize the in-
terdependent nature of security, with Gal-
tung’s implied suggestion being that instead
of maximizing power and resources, global
security might be better achieved through
distributing them more equitably.

Box 1 Sectors of Security
(Barry Buzan)
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– Military security concerns the inter-
play of states’ offensive and defensive
capabilities and their perceptions of
others’ military intentions.

– Political security concerns the need to
uphold the organizational stability of
states, their systems of government
and the ideologies that give them le-
gitimacy. Threats may include other
states seeking to interfere in a coun-
try’s internal affairs, such as the
Soviet Union’s and the United States’
respective interference in Eastern
Europe and Central America
throughout the Cold War.

– Economic security concerns ensuring
sustained access to the resources, fin-
ance, and markets on which the
state’s welfare and power is based.
Threats may relate to economic
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dependencies, such as the EU’s high
dependence on Russia for energy re-
sources or developing countries’ de-
pendence on cash crops. However, the
power of markets in a globalized
world makes this a concern for all
states.

– Societal security concerns the need to
sustain traditional patterns of lan-
guage, culture, and religious and na-
tional identity and custom. Threats
include genocidal attempts to eradic-
ate ethnic or cultural identities, such
as the Holocaust of the Second World
War. A more contemporary example
is the rise of right wing anti-immig-
rant parties in Europe and their fear
that high levels of immigration
threaten established understandings
of nationhood.
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– Environmental security concerns the
need to maintain the local and planet-
ary biosphere on which all other hu-
man enterprises depend. Threats in-
clude the potential effects of climate
change, such as rising sea levels in-
undating low lying states in the Pacific
and Indian oceans.

During the Cold War such arguments were
often marginalized. However, with the Cold
War’s end the dominance of statist accounts
of security was again challenged. The UN in
particular has taken a lead with its develop-
ment of the concept of human security. In its
1994 report Redefining Security: The Hu-
man Dimension, the United Nations Devel-
opment Programme (UNDP) made the case
for placing humans at the heart of debates
about international security. As they put it,
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focusing on traditional questions of the na-
tional interest, territorial sovereignty, and
nuclear deterrence was far removed from the
key security concerns faced by most ordinary
people, which might instead be centred on
questions of hunger, disease, and repression,
education, housing, and employment. Al-
though the concept of human security has its
detractors (see Chapter 6) the key point is
that conceptions of security are today much
broader and deeper than they were
throughout the Cold War. In turn, this
breadth has inspired a diverse range of the-
orizing about both the mechanics of interna-
tional security and the normative goals of se-
curity policy.

Theorizing security
Having a sense of different theoretical ap-
proaches to security is important if we wish
to understand the political nature of debates
about the topic. This is because even policy
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makers prone to depicting questions of inter-
national security as uncontested givens rely
on theoretically informed assumptions about
the nature of security, whether they acknow-
ledge this or not. Being aware of different
theoretical approaches is therefore one way
of expanding both our understandings of the
topic, but also the options we might see
available when thinking about and respond-
ing to particular international security is-
sues. Over the years the scope of theorizing
about international security has expanded
significantly, and since the end of the Cold
War the field has become characterized by a
proliferation of approaches drawing on di-
verse theoretical traditions and schools of
thought. Broadly speaking, though, this rich
theoretical tapestry can be divided into a ten-
sion between so-called ‘traditional’ and ‘crit-
ical’ approaches to security.

Traditional approaches typically claim to
take the world ‘as it is’ and see theorizing as
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a largely neutral exercise in determining the
objective nature of international security dy-
namics. Such theories therefore adopt a sci-
entific approach to knowledge, meaning that
they hold that theoretical claims about how
international security works, what consti-
tutes a threat, what the best responses may
be etc., can be tested against empirical real-
ity. Theories can therefore be refined in light
of findings in order to take account of unex-
pected anomalies. Being premised on main-
taining a distinction between the world of
theory and the world of empirical reality
such approaches can be characterized as
having an orientation towards problem-solv-
ing. That is to say, instead of advocating rad-
ical change they instead seek to provide
guidance as to how best to cope with the
world and the international security environ-
ment ‘as it is’. For their critics this makes
such approaches status quo oriented, while
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for their defenders such criticisms are blind
to the assumed basic mechanics of security.

Traditional approaches to security have ten-
ded to place military conflict between states
at the heart of the international security
agenda, with the most influential approach
being that of realism/neorealism. At a philo-
sophical level realist/neorealist approaches
express a generally pessimistic view of the
human condition, seeing violent conflict
between humans as almost inevitable.

Realists base this view on a negative under-
standing of human nature as essentially
selfish and desirous of power, while neoreal-
ists argue it is the anarchic structure of the
international system which turns world
politics into a continual struggle between
states for dominance. The international sys-
tem is anarchic in that it lacks any overarch-
ing central authority able to regulate the be-
haviour of states by enforcing contracts and
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ensuring they act cooperatively. In the ab-
sence of such a central sovereign authority
neorealists argue states cannot rely on the
goodwill of others and are therefore impelled
to emphasize principles of self-help. For
neorealists the anarchic international system
militates against cooperation, fosters mis-
trust, and leaves states in a position of com-
petition of all against all. In such a system, to
survive prudent states will arm themselves
and enhance their military and economic
power to ward off threats to their survival.
Paraphrasing the 17th-century English philo-
sopher Thomas Hobbes, from this perspect-
ive the experience of states in international
anarchy is therefore one of continual fear
and danger of violent death and one where
imprudent states will find their existence
nasty, brutish, and short. As such, realists of
all stripes suggest cooperation between
states will always be short-lived since given
the predatory and self-help nature of the
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system states must be continually sensitive
to their relative position in the distribution
of power. In other words, if one state stands
to gain more from a cooperative endeavour
there can be no guarantee that they will not
later capitalize on this advantage to pressure
and potentially threaten their former partner
in the future.

Returning to the questions we asked about
security earlier in the chapter we therefore
see that for realists/neorealists the focus of
security is the state, with state security
equated with preserving its territorial sover-
eignty. In turn, threats are largely identified
as emanating from other states, with the po-
tential to always assume a military dimen-
sion. Finally, in this competitive world states
cannot rely on anyone else but must be the
agents of their own security. Typically, there-
fore, such approaches adopt a largely negat-
ive understanding of both security and
peace. The understanding of security is
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negative as it is assumed that security can
only be achieved through power and domin-
ation, a view which easily equates more mil-
itary capability with more security, and a
view which also establishes a zero-sum
framework for thinking about security. In
other words, if one state feels more secure
because of having enhanced its power capab-
ilities it is assumed the security of others will
have been undermined. Such logic feeds into
the dynamics of the security dilemma ex-
plored in Chapter 3. Meanwhile, peace is also
understood negatively in that peace becomes
equated simply with the absence of war. This
is a negative construct as outside of war all
kinds of bad things might go on which sit
largely outside a realist/neorealist concep-
tion of international security. The prioritiza-
tion of states and war at the heart of interna-
tional security therefore reduces the space
available for considering broader issues of
social justice and welfare.
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In contrast critical approaches offer a more
dynamic view of the international security
environment and pose a fundamental chal-
lenge to traditional approaches to security
and to realism/neorealism in particular.
Critical approaches are so called because
they operate with a more critical understand-
ing of the relationship between theory and
practice. Unlike traditional approaches,
which see good theory as describing the
world ‘out there’, critical approaches see the-
ories as potentially constituting our experi-
ence of the world. In this respect, insofar as
realist accounts of human nature, and neor-
ealist accounts of the logic of international
anarchy, influence the views of analysts and
policy makers, they also have the potential to
become self-fulfilling prophecies. For critics
this is problematic since realism/neorealism
typically does not capture the totality of so-
cial life and the diverse nature of human re-
lations. As such, there is nothing inevitable
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about the effects of international anarchy on
state behaviour. For example, an anarchy of
friends is likely to differ considerably from
one comprised of enemies.

This emphasis on the constitutive nature of
theory has led theorists operating in the crit-
ical tradition down various avenues, but two
are worth noting in particular. First has been
a concern with the politics and power of lan-
guage in framing how security is understood
in different contexts. Instead of trying to
identify what security really ‘is’, the argu-
ment here is that we should focus on analys-
ing how it is variously represented and
spoken about and with what implications.
The traditionalist emphasis on the objective
nature of threats is therefore replaced with
exposing how all claims about security, and
the identification and nature of particular
threats, are inherently political. As noted in
the introduction to this chapter, the language
of security is the language of political priority
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and we should therefore be cognizant of
what gets done when it is used. In other
words, to what extent does the language of
security establish the political priority at-
tached to different issues? To what extent
does it justify the adoption of exceptional
measures, such as the use of armed force, the
suspension of habeas corpus, the diversion of
core resources? Similarly, whose interests do
different security articulations benefit, and
whose are undermined, and to what extent
are claims about security constitutive of our
sense of identity? Put differently, to what ex-
tent is it that identifying our enemies helps
us crystallize our own sense of identity?

Second, as a result of viewing the content of
security as a matter of political debate,
rather than objective fact, critical approaches
have also been central in pushing alternative
security agendas that are viewed as more
normatively progressive. In part, this has en-
tailed a concerted move to shift the emphasis
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away from the state to prioritizing other
things, in particular the security of people
and humanity at large. From this perspective
debates about international security should
focus much more explicitly on questions of
distribution and justice and on finding solu-
tions that work to everyone’s benefit, instead
of viewing security as part of a zero-sum
game. Linked to this, emphasis has also been
placed on creating space for those marginal-
ized and excluded in traditional security dis-
courses to articulate their own security con-
cerns. For example, feminist scholars have
demonstrated how mainstream debates
about security typically have little to say
about the disproportionate levels of violence
and subordination endured by women in
comparison to men in most societies. They
have also highlighted how debates about in-
ternational security are heavily gendered in
their tendency to depict international politics
in highly aggressive masculine terms as a
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realm of competition and violence in which
values of cooperation, caring, humility, and
responsibility are luxuries or need not apply.
In sum, through their critiques critical ap-
proaches are therefore generally more op-
timistic about the potential for normatively
progressive change that might escape the
strictures of anarchy described by realism/
neorealism. However, as will become evid-
ent, promoting such changes can be difficult,
while agreeing on what needs to be done can
be even more so.
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Chapter 3

The problem of
war

So today, I state clearly and with convic-
tion America’s commitment to seek the
peace and security of a world without
nuclear weapons … Make no mistake. As
long as these weapons exist, the United
States will maintain a safe, secure and
effective [nuclear] arsenal.

(President Barack Obama, Czech Re-
public, 5 April 2009)

President Obama appears conflicted. Speak-
ing in Prague shortly following his inaugura-
tion as President of the United States he
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declared the existence of nuclear weapons,
each individually capable of killing tens of
thousands of people, the Cold War’s most
dangerous legacy. His speech marked a bold
start to an initiative, not only to limit the
proliferation of nuclear weapons, but to be-
gin to decommission them, the ultimate goal
being a world of zero. In this vein the USA
has pledged to further reduce the size of its
nuclear arsenal, to enhance global nuclear
oversight and monitoring mechanisms, and
to strengthen the Nuclear Non-Proliferation
Treaty (NPT). And yet, so long as these
weapons exist elsewhere he reserved the
right for the USA to also maintain its own
nuclear deterrent. Little wonder, therefore,
that he went on to suggest that a world of
zero nuclear weapons was unlikely in his
lifetime.

The United Kingdom appears similarly con-
flicted. Despite endorsing its international
legal commitments to promote nuclear non-
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proliferation as an NPT signatory, it has still
decided to renew its submarine-based
Trident nuclear deterrent. In a White Paper
published in 2006, Prime Minister Tony
Blair noted that while no major countries
currently threaten the UK some of those
countries still retain large nuclear arsenals
and are even modernizing them. Given that
‘We cannot predict the way the world will
look in 30 or 50 years time’, and given that
no present recognized nuclear weapons state
has declared an intention to unilaterally re-
nounce its nuclear weapons unless all other
nuclear weapons states do likewise, the
White Paper argues that prudence dictates
the United Kingdom should also continue to
possess the ultimate deterrent.

Such tensions between expressed desires for
nuclear disarmament and the unwillingness
to act unilaterally could make one pessimist-
ic about the possibilities for reaching the
proclaimed target of zero. Underlying this
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issue, however, is a bigger question about the
nature of international order and the possib-
ilities for change and transformation. Prime
Minister Blair’s concern, that since the fu-
ture is unknown we should therefore prepare
for the worst, depicts an international envir-
onment characterized by uncertainty and
fear. This is the unchanging realist/neoreal-
ist world of international anarchy, where war
remains a constant possibility and where
states can only rely on themselves for surviv-
al. Others, however, are more optimistic
about the prospects for change and suggest
war is not inevitable, and by extension that
nuclear disarmament might be possible
through the establishment of different mech-
anisms of international security governance.
In International Relations the difference
between these positions reflects different
views concerning the significance and effects
of one of realism’s/neorealism’s core prin-
ciples: the security dilemma.
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The security dilemma

The idea of the security dilemma suggests
that in conditions of international anarchy,
where states are ultimately dependent upon
themselves for survival, states are necessarily
prone to suspicion and worst case scenarios.
The security dilemma is characterized by a
situation whereby a state, fearful for its se-
curity, begins arming itself. Although for the
state in question armament may be a purely
defensive measure, this may appear unclear
to other states who may interpret it as
threatening, even despite—or perhaps pre-
cisely because—of proclamations otherwise.
Indeed, armaments procured for defence can
usually also be deployed offensively. Fearful
that their own security is being undermined
these states may respond in kind, in turn le-
gitimizing the first state’s concerns but re-
quiring a further response later on. In this
way a spiral of insecurity can develop, with
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war looming in the background as an ever
present possibility.

The development and proliferation of nucle-
ar weapons during the Cold War provides a
good example of how the security dilemma
can produce spirals of insecurity and arms
races, with proliferation taking two forms.
First, following the United States’ develop-
ment and use of atomic weapons against
Japan in 1945 a process of ‘horizontal prolif-
eration’ between states began. Thus, perceiv-
ing the United States’ new weapon as a ma-
jor security challenge the Soviet Union re-
sponded with their first test of an atomic
bomb in 1949. This raised fears in Western
Europe. Sceptical of American assurances
that its nuclear deterrent would also be used
to guarantee its allies’ security Britain de-
veloped its own bomb in 1952, with France
following in 1960. Similarly, feeling
threatened by both the USA and a deteriorat-
ing relationship with the Soviet Union, China
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tested a nuclear bomb in 1964. This
threatened India, which felt impelled to re-
spond, with Pakistan following on behind.
Horizontal proliferation, however, was ac-
companied by ‘vertical proliferation’ as both
the USA and the Soviet Union raced to gain
parity/superiority over the numbers and
types of nuclear weapons they possessed.
Come the 1980s around 70,000 nuclear
weapons were in existence, the vast majority
in the USA and the Soviet Union (Figure 1).
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1. Nuclear military balance during the
Cold War

At one level the fact that this represented
enough firepower to destroy humankind sev-
eral times over can appear the height of hu-
man folly. However, it also indicates how the
security dilemma exists as a state of mind, a



matter of perception of the nature of the se-
curity environment, rather than a simple
question of absolute numbers. There are,
though, contending explanations regarding
what factors might contribute to the fear and
mistrust central to the development and en-
durance of security dilemmas. For realists
the security dilemma is the inevitable con-
sequence of the anarchic structure of the in-
ternational system, which they see as forcing
states into competitive strategic mindsets. In
contrast critical approaches to security,
which emphasize the constructed nature of
security environments, suggest that alarmist
zero-sum thinking is not inevitable but a
self-fulfilling outcome of the tendency of
political and military elites to unthinkingly
accept realist worldviews, one element of
which is often an emphasis on calculating re-
lative military capabilities (e.g. numbers of
tanks, planes, boats, missiles, and nuclear
bombs). Coupled with this the secrecy which
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typically surrounds national security issues
can easily foster suspicion and enhance un-
certainty amongst others.

Finally, questions of identity may also be im-
portant. Multiple studies suggest that identi-
fying threatening enemies is often central to
crystallizing a sense of purpose, community,
and identity. As such, the enemy may even
be something to be cherished and cultivated.
The Cold War provided an excellent example
of this insofar as the conflict produced a
clear sense of purpose and direction around
the ideas of ‘East’ and ‘West’. Indeed, with its
end, and with the enemy defeated, the ques-
tion arose of what the West’s purpose, role,
and identity was in the new context. For
some the terrorist attacks on the United
States in 2001 provided an answer, with fun-
damentalist Islam assigned the role of the
West’s new constitutive other—an idea crys-
tallized in proclamations of the so-called
‘clash of civilizations’. However, it is also
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important to note that once enemy images
take hold they can become self-reinforcing,
such that all actions (and non-actions) of the
enemy become implicitly suspect. Such was
the case with Saddam Hussein’s relations
with the West throughout the 1990s until
2003.

Back to the future?

The security dilemma raises the question of
whether the mistrust, fear, and uncertainties
inherent within it are insurmountable. Real-
ists/neorealists suggest they are. This is be-
cause, for them, their negative view of hu-
man nature and their belief in the self-help
competitive logic of international anarchy
militates against longer-term cooperation
between states. So, while states may build
temporary alliances in response to specific
threats they must always be concerned about
how the material benefits of cooperation are
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spread and that this will not disadvantage
them later. For example, following the Cold
War’s end realists widely predicted that, with
the Soviet Union vanquished, Europe would
revert to the traditional competition and
power balancing that had characterized
much of the continent’s history, with France,
Germany, the UK, and so forth, again view-
ing each other as potential aggressors. The
reason, they argued, was that in the absence
of a common enemy the glue that previously
bound together the Western security alliance
of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) was gone.

NATO, of course, has not broken up, indeed
its membership and scope of operations has
expanded significantly, and has developed
into what some people see as a good example
of a security community (discussed shortly).
For realists, however, the break-up of NATO
remains a matter of time and at some point
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Europe will revert to type, as directed by the
dictates of the logic of international anarchy.

As such, realists suggest that the perpetual
problem of the security dilemma means that
inter-state war remains an inherent possibil-
ity. Despite this, though, they also suggest
that several mechanisms exist enabling
states to limit the likelihood of war occurring
in specific contexts. The first is through en-
suring that the distribution of power is bal-
anced across the international system. This
can be done through creating alliances and
ad hoc coalitions which balance the power of
competing states and nullify the presumed
benefits of military action. Second, realists
suggest order can also be ensured through
the emergence of a hegemonic power, a state
with such a preponderance of power that it
can set and police the rules of the system. In
the contemporary period the United States
has come closest to performing this role, al-
though with the emergence of Brazil, Russia,
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India, and China (see Box 2) its ability to do
so effectively is being undermined. A third
way states may avoid war, though, is through
acquiring a nuclear deterrent and threaten-
ing potential adversaries with devastation
should they be foolish enough to attack.
Indeed, some realists even favour the more
general proliferation of nuclear weapons, be-
lieving that widespread ownership may have
a stabilizing effect on international relations.
For instance, some analysts suggest that the
proliferation of nuclear weapons to India
and Pakistan has actually moderated their
relationship by raising the costs of all out
war to unacceptable levels. Indeed, this pro-
spect of Mutually Assured Destruction
(MAD) is often suggested as the primary
reason for the Cold War remaining cold, with
nuclear weapons therefore viewed as a fun-
damental source of both international stabil-
ity and national security. As critics note,
though, in actuality there were several
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occasions during the Cold War—most not-
ably the Cuban Missile Crisis (1962)—when
the world came perilously close to nuclear
war. For them, relying on nuclear weapons
as the foundation of international security is
therefore an unacceptably risky strategy.

Box 2 Rising China and In-
ternational Security

China’s remarkable rise over the last two
decades has raised significant questions
for international security. Seen through a
realist prism China’s enhanced economic,
military, and cultural power marks the end
of America’s unparalleled hegemonic glob-
al position after the end of the Cold War.
Indeed, China is increasingly being viewed
as a contending pole of attraction offering
an alternative to the political and
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economic governance model of the West.
The global balance of power is shifting
with this raising the question of whether
the future will be characterized by conflict
or cooperation between the USA and
China.

For some realists the signals are alarming.
As economic and military power shifts
conflicts are to be expected as interests
and capabilities begin to collide. And
points of tension between the USA and Ch-
ina are easily identified. These include dis-
agreements over the status of Taiwan, con-
cern over the modernization of China’s
military forces, divergent views on human
rights, and competition over access to
global resources. These tensions have been
accompanied by various crises, among
others precipitated by NATO’s bombing of
the Chinese embassy in Serbia in 1999,
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China’s downing of a US spy plane in
2001, and China’s use of a ballistic missile
in 2007 to destroy an ageing satellite—im-
plying as it did China’s development of en-
hanced missile capabilities and signalling
the vulnerability of US space-based milit-
ary assets. China’s booming economy and
the fact that in 2010 it held almost $900
billion in US Treasury securities is also
seen by some as a further sign of American
vulnerability and of shifts in global power
structures.

Others, however, suggest that the high
levels of trade between China and the USA
may be a cause of optimism. Liberal theor-
ists argue that trade and high levels of eco-
nomic interdependence generally promote
peaceful relations by significantly raising
the costs of war. Moreover, China’s im-
pressive economic growth figures and
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increased military expenditures mask a
range of internal tensions and weaknesses
concerning endemic poverty, poor infra-
structure, and widespread corruption, all
suggesting that China is unlikely to want
to add to these through adopting overly
aggressive foreign policy postures.

For its part China has emphasized that its
intentions are benign and peaceful, that it
intends to work within established inter-
national structures, and that it has no de-
sire to assume the role of a global hege-
mon. Realists preoccupied with the imper-
atives of the security dilemma, however,
will inevitably question whether Chinese
claims should be believed and are liable to
place more emphasis on the potentially
destabilizing effects of overall shifts in the
balance of economic and military power.
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Security regimes

In contrast to realists others are more optim-
istic about the prospects for overcoming the
problems and effects of the security di-
lemma. At the conservative end are those
who argue that while the security dilemma
remains an indisputable element of interna-
tional politics its effects can be mitigated.
One way of doing this is through the creation
of ‘security regimes’. On many issues, states
and other actors do accept, either explicitly
or implicitly, certain rules and norms, per-
haps also decision-making procedures, as
fundamental principles guiding their beha-
viour. These rules, norms, and procedures
are called security regimes. To the extent to
which this happens relations between parti-
cipants within the security regime may be-
come increasingly cooperative and charac-
terized by reciprocity and restraint.
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Although states may initially participate in a
security regime because of perceived short-
term gains, over time the benefits of particip-
ation may become viewed as outweighing
those of leaving. The central benefit is that
security regimes establish standards and
rules of behaviour against which different
states can be judged and even punished. As
such they stabilize expectations and reduce
uncertainty between states. For liberals, by
fostering confidence and trust between parti-
cipants, security regimes enable states to
take a longer-term view of their interests, ul-
timately providing them with the luxury of
prioritizing the absolute gains that might be
derived through cooperation over the con-
cern with relative gains that preoccupies
realists. Beyond this, more critically inclined
analysts suggest that participation can also
result in the moulding of state interests and
identities in line with the principles and
norms inherent within the security regime.
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The result is that states might end up parti-
cipating in security regimes, not simply be-
cause participation is seen as maximizing
state interests, but because conforming to
the regime’s norms and rules has become
consistent with the state’s own sense of iden-
tity and of what constitutes appropriate
behaviour.

A good example of a security regime is the
nuclear non-proliferation regime designed to
prevent the spread of nuclear weapons and
which has been in development almost since
their very first use (Figure 2). In respect of
horizontal proliferation the regime has been
relatively successful as at present only nine
states possess nuclear weapons (China,
France, India, Israel, North Korea, Pakistan,
Russia, UK, USA). At the heart of the regime
is the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty
(NPT). Signed in 1968 the NPT recognized
the existence of five nuclear weapons states
(NWS)—China, France, Russia, UK, USA. In
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signing, the non-nuclear weapons states
(NNWS) committed themselves not to devel-
op nuclear weapons and to make themselves
subject to various monitoring procedures. In
return for such abstinence the NWS agreed
to help the NNWS acquire nuclear capabilit-
ies for peaceful purposes (e.g. power produc-
tion). They also pledged not to use nuclear
weapons to attack NNWS unless those states
had attacked them while aligned to a nuclear
power, and they agreed to pursue their own
nuclear disarmament over the longer term.

Although some states have ignored the NPT
and developed nuclear weapons capabilities
regardless, this number has been small. In-
dicative of the emergence and value attached
to the non-proliferation regime is that over
time various states—including Argentina,
Brazil, South Africa, South Korea, and
Sweden—abandoned their nuclear weapons
programmes. This was also the case with
Kazakhstan and Ukraine, which on gaining
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independence in the 1990s became de facto
nuclear powers as a result of the presence of
Soviet nuclear weapons installations on their
territories. The non-proliferation regime has
also been enhanced with the declaration of
various Nuclear Weapons Free Zones
(NWFZ) in Africa, Latin America, South-East
Asia, the South Pacific, and Antarctica, and
by the active role of the International Atomic
Energy Agency (IAEA), established in 1957,
in monitoring and inspecting the use nuclear
facilities and verifying that states are uphold-
ing their NPT commitments.
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2. Current global distribution of nucle-
ar weapons, (2013)

The non-proliferation regime therefore sug-
gests that states do not always quest after
power and may see upholding the regime as
operating in their longer-term collective be-
nefit. However, aside from such rational
cost–benefit calculations it may also be that
NNWS have not pursued nuclear weapons
because, owing to their immense and indis-
criminate destructive power, their use has



become viewed as morally unacceptable to
large segments of the international com-
munity, except perhaps in retaliation to a
first strike by another nuclear power. Acquir-
ing nuclear weapons would therefore be in-
compatible with the identity many states
project to themselves and the world.

In contrast, progress on vertical prolifera-
tion—the NWS’s commitment to pursue
complete nuclear disarmament—has been
more mixed. From the late 1960s onwards
various strategic (nuclear) arms control talks
were undertaken and treaties signed. These
included restricting the types of nuclear
weapons tests which could be undertaken
and working towards reducing the overall
number of nuclear weapons, although signi-
ficant progress had to wait until the Cold
War’s end. In signing the New Strategic
Arms Reduction Treaty in 2010, however,
the USA and Russia committed themselves
to reducing the number of deployed
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warheads to 1,550 over seven years. Particu-
larly significant, however, was the signing of
the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty in
1972. This was a treaty specifically designed
to ensure the mutual vulnerability of the
Soviet Union and the United States by limit-
ing the missile defences they could develop
and therefore making them mutually vulner-
able to nuclear attack. The ABM Treaty res-
ted on the proposition that the development
of effective missile defences by one side
would undermine the overall balance of
power and might undermine the other side’s
confidence in the effectiveness of its nuclear
deterrent, incentivizing it to launch a first
strike before it was too late. Importantly, in
2002 the USA withdrew from the Treaty to
pursue the development of its Ballistic Mis-
sile Defence system, a move which Russian
President Vladimir Putin warned would only
result in a future arms race as Russia tries to
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develop similar systems and missiles capable
of nullifying US defences.

Security communities and the
democratic peace

The development of security regimes there-
fore suggests that the fear and uncertainty
inherent in the security dilemma can be
moderated. A more radical position suggests
it might even be possible to exclude the se-
curity dilemma, and therefore the likelihood
of war, from international politics altogether.
This idea has been most closely associated
with the development of ‘security communit-
ies’, the argument being that while security
regimes may rise and fall over time (note
America’s challenge to the non-proliferation
regime through its withdrawal from the ABM
Treaty) security communities are potentially
more durable.
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The concept was initially coined by Karl
Deutsch in the 1950s to describe the emer-
gence of groups of states amongst whom the
sense of community and trust had developed
to such a degree that members could be as-
sured that all disputes would be resolved
peacefully, without resort to physical viol-
ence. Security communities are therefore
characterized by dependable expectations of
peaceful change. For Deutsch, security com-
munities develop through processes of integ-
ration and community building between
states with compatible core values and iden-
tities. In particular, he argued they are more
likely to form when communication levels
between states and societies are high. Thus,
high levels of interaction through trade, mi-
gration, tourism, cultural and educational
exchanges, etc. can all help foster trust, pre-
dictability of behaviour, and ultimately a
shared sense of community. However, if high
communication levels were enough then in a
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globalized age we might expect to see the
emergence of a global security community
and the eradication of inter-state war.
Clearly this has not happened. More re-
cently, therefore, it has been argued that se-
curity communities are also characterized by
the emergence of shared (as opposed to
simply compatible) identities. In other
words, through participation members not
only come to identify with each other, but
also to view their identity in collective terms.

The quintessential example of a security
community is the European Union (EU). The
key point about the European integration
project is that its underlying rationale has
been precisely that of preventing a return to
the rabid nationalism and conflicts that rav-
aged Europe in the first half of the twentieth
century. Integration has therefore developed
on an incremental basis to encompass polit-
ical, economic, social, and environmental
sectors, and is increasingly evident in the
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area of security and defence. Common laws
and institutions have been established and
attempts to manufacture a common identity
through the introduction of a European flag,
anthem, and common currency have also
been undertaken, as well as the establish-
ment of a broader conception of European
citizenship facilitating rights of free move-
ment. Some of these measures have been
more successful than others, but insofar as it
now appears inconceivable for war to break
out between member states, then it is fair to
say that a security community has been cre-
ated and that in the context of intra-EU rela-
tions at least, the security dilemma has lost
relevance.

If member states of the EU have set aside the
security dilemma in their relations with each
other, then a similar claim has been made
suggesting that liberal democracies have
done likewise. Thus, while liberal democra-
cies have fought many wars, they almost
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never seem to fight each other. Explanations
vary. One suggestion is that liberal democra-
cies recognize political disagreements with
each other as reflecting the legitimate ex-
pressions of their respective citizens. Just as
disagreements within liberal democracies are
resolved through dialogue and recourse to
laws and general principles, then this is also
how disagreements between liberal demo-
cracies should be resolved. In contrast, the
same respect is not automatically accorded
to more autocratic or despotic regimes. Al-
ternatively, it is suggested that the very
emergence of the idea of the democratic
peace has become self-fulfilling. Thus, inso-
far as the idea has taken hold then self-re-
specting democracies, or those states seeking
recognition as democracies, are unlikely to
take military action against any state with an
established democratic identity for fear of
damaging their own claim to democratic
status.
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Since the end of the Cold War the idea that
liberal democracies constitute a club of
peaceful relations has become highly influ-
ential in directing the policies of various
Western states. Indeed, the idea has become
central to strategies of democracy promo-
tion. As President Bill Clinton put it in his
1994 State of the Union Address, ‘Ultimately
the best strategy to ensure our security and
to build a durable peace is to support the ad-
vance of democracy elsewhere. Democracies
don’t attack each other.’ The fact that such
strategies have sometimes relied on using
military force to instigate regime change is
perhaps ironic. Historically, though, and as
post-colonial and Marxist critics point out,
the use of force is hardly new to liberal re-
gimes, which previously sought to impose
liberal ideas on large parts of the world
through earlier processes of Western colon-
ization and empire building.

98/348



Chapter 4

The United
Nations

Chapter 3 discussed different approaches to
the security dilemma and the possibilities of
avoiding war. Missing from that chapter,
however, was any mention of the United Na-
tions (UN), the world’s primary organization
of collective security. Partly this was because
different perspectives exist as to the UN’s
nature and its ability to contribute to inter-
national peace and security. Many, for ex-
ample, view it as an organization best suited
to mitigating the security dilemma, not least
through its provision of a setting where
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differences can be aired and dialogue
fostered. Indeed, the organization is often
seen as an entrepreneur promoting norms of
good governance, upholding commitments
to human rights, and establishing standards
around trade, and environmental and health
issues, etc. More particularly, at times it has
also played important roles in promoting the
development of security regimes, for ex-
ample through attempts to regulate the arms
trade. Others, however, suggest that through
such efforts the UN also enhances the overall
sense of international community amongst
states, which ultimately might enable them
to transcend the security dilemma altogeth-
er. Seen in idealized terms the UN occasion-
ally has even been viewed as a global govern-
ment in waiting.

When the UN was established in 1945 it was
certainly saddled with high expectations. The
Preamble to the UN Charter, the organiza-
tion’s guiding document and constitution,
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expressed the determination ‘to save suc-
ceeding generations from the scourge of
war’, while Article 1.1 of the Charter identi-
fied the maintenance of international peace
and security as the organization’s primary
purpose. Following two devastating world
wars, such goals were understandable.
However, the UN’s ability to live up to such
aims has been mixed. In part this is related
to contextual factors, institutional limita-
tions embedded in the Charter, and emer-
gent tensions in how the UN and its member
states variously understand what comprises
international peace and security and what
needs to be done to achieve or maintain it.

Towards collective security

As stated the UN is an organization of col-
lective security, although in reality it falls
short of an ideal-type collective security ar-
rangement. Collective security organizations
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are defined by their member states’ commit-
ment to view the security of each as of com-
mon concern. Thus, aggression against one,
or against the community’s broader values,
should result in a collective response to de-
fend them. Although alliances entail similar
commitments, collective security organiza-
tions differ by not being constituted against
pre-identified enemies or threats and are
therefore inherently more ambitious. The
reason the UN falls short of the ideal is be-
cause some of its commitments to collective
security remain voluntary. For example,
while the UN is empowered to deploy vari-
ous peaceful approaches to conflict resolu-
tion, and while under Chapter VII of the
Charter the United Nations Security Council
(UNSC) can authorize member states to use
force in collective self-defence and to uphold
international peace and security, member
states are not obligated to carry out such
resolutions.
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Similarly, while one of the UN’s strengths is
that its membership of 193 states is almost
universal, with this enhancing its legitimacy,
it is also clear that the security concerns of
the permanent members of the UNSC
(China, France, Russia, the UK, and the
USA—the P5 who comprised the victorious
powers after the Second World War) take
precedence over those of others. The UNSC
also needs to be distinguished from the UN
General Assembly (where all countries are
represented and where the principle of sov-
ereign equality, of one member one vote,
holds sway) and the Secretariat (the bureau-
cratic arm of the UN headed by the
Secretary-General—currently Ban Ki-moon).
Under the UN Charter the Security Council
was accorded primary responsibility for
maintaining international peace and secur-
ity. To do this it can establish various types
of peace operations, invoke sanctions, and
even authorize military action. Alongside the
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P5 the UNSC includes a rotating group of ten
non-permanent members. However, the P5’s
permanent status and their unique right to
unilaterally veto resolutions made in the Se-
curity Council ultimately provides them with
a privileged role in identifying, framing, and
responding to key international security
concerns.

In 1945, the granting of this privileged status
to what were then the world’s most powerful
states was necessary to secure their commit-
ment to the new organization and to avoid
one of the failings of the UN’s predecessor,
the League of Nations. One consequence,
however, has been that in the context of the
emergence of revived and new powers like
Germany, Japan, and India, Brazil, Indone-
sia, South Africa, and Nigeria, and the de-
clining power of the UK and France, the
composition of the P5 seems increasingly
anachronistic. More particularly, however,
throughout the Cold War the P5’s privileged
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status also undermined the UN’s ability to
play a significant role in many key issues of
international peace and security, due to the
difficulty the P5 often had in reaching agree-
ments across the Cold War divide. As such,
both the USA and Soviet Union deployed
their veto power to prevent the UN taking
action in various conflicts with an East–West
dimension to them. Indicative of the situ-
ation was the UNSC resolution in June 1950
sanctioning military action against North
Korea following its invasion of South Korea,
an action that was only possible because the
Soviet Union was at that time boycotting the
UNSC in protest at the continued occupation
of the Chinese seat on the Council by the na-
tionalist government based in Taiwan. The
Soviet Union argued that the rightful occu-
pant of this seat was the newly created
People’s Republic of China. Moscow would
not make this mistake again.
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Importantly, the UN’s founding in the wake
of the Second World War and the sub-
sequent Cold War context also impacted on
its understanding of the content of interna-
tional peace and security, which in the
Charter is primarily connected to limiting
the use of force between states. The Charter
therefore endorsed state sovereignty—the
right of states to organize their internal af-
fairs as they wish—as a core principle of the
international system. As such, the Charter
also endorses the principle of non-interven-
tion in other states’ affairs, and restricts the
use of force to prerogatives of self-defence
and instances directly authorized by the
UNSC. This had two effects for the UN. First,
the emphasis on state sovereignty and non-
intervention created a tension with commit-
ments also expressed in the Charter regard-
ing rights of self-determination for colonized
peoples, an issue which became more polar-
izing as newly independent former colonies
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gained UN membership. Second, the em-
phasis on state sovereignty and non-inter-
vention also meant that, in general, the UN
had little interest in civil wars or the gross vi-
olations of human rights perpetrated by op-
pressive regimes against their own popula-
tions. International security, therefore, was
primarily reduced to a concern with inter-
state conflict.

It was only with the end of the Cold War that
the UN began to play a more prominent role.
No longer hamstrung by the conflict, and
with prospects for agreement within the
UNSC improved, the UN became increas-
ingly active—with the P5’s use of their veto
powers declining significantly. For example,
whereas between 1948 and 1988 the UN es-
tablished 15 peacekeeping operations, since
then (until mid 2012) a further 52 have been
deployed. Most notable was the UNSC’s au-
thorization of the use of force in response to
Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990, with this
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significantly raising expectations that a new
dawn for the UN was under way.

UN peace operations

One of the primary mechanisms through
which the UN contributes to international
peace and security is through its engagement
in various types of peace operations. In this
respect the UN distinguishes between five
types of activity: conflict prevention (which
concerns attempts to stop disagreements
turning violent), peacemaking (which con-
cerns diplomatic actions designed to bring
warring parties to a negotiated settlement),
peacekeeping (in which military, law en-
forcement, and civilian personnel are inser-
ted to help implement agreements reached
by peacemakers), peace enforcement (which
entails using coercive measures to enforce
the will of the UNSC), and peacebuilding
(which concerns the post-conflict situation
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and attempts to foster peace and reconcili-
ation through the rebuilding of societies). Al-
though much could be said about each of
these areas of activity peacekeeping and
peace enforcement can be used to highlight
some of the challenges the UN faces in its
peace operations and the types of debates
they provoke.

Peacekeeping is the activity the UN is most
renowned for and is most visibly related to
the deployment of blue helmeted UN sol-
diers to monitor and supervise agreements
between hostile parties. These might relate
to monitoring ceasefires and elections, su-
pervising the disarmament and demobiliza-
tion of forces, or establishing buffer zones
between belligerents—as with the UN Emer-
gency Force (UNEF) deployed to the Sinai
Desert in 1956 to separate Egyptian and Is-
raeli forces. Fundamentally, peacekeeping
concerns creating a space within which con-
fidence and trust between hostile parties
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might be built, thereby fostering a more en-
during peace. Peacekeeping is therefore
premised on the assumption that the belli-
gerents have reached an agreement and are
genuine in their desire for peace. More spe-
cifically, peacekeepers are only permitted to
use force in self-defence, with this explaining
why UN peacekeepers have at times been
helpless to protect civilians and prevent atro-
cities when one side has reneged on their
commitments. The futility of the United Na-
tions Supervision Mission in Syria (UNSMS),
initially deployed in April 2012 to monitor
the cessation of armed violence, is a case in
point, with UN observers frequently preven-
ted from reaching sites of conflict or inter-
vening on the ground, and with their func-
tion reduced to collecting evidence docu-
menting the latest massacre.

Although such instances are often shocking,
the reason for such inaction is that peace-
keeping mandates are founded on three core
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principles. First, peacekeeping missions are
dependent upon preserving the consent of
the relevant parties for their continued pres-
ence. If consent is withdrawn peacekeepers
are required to leave. Second, to preserve
consent UN peacekeepers must therefore re-
main impartial and neutral with respect to
all parties. Third, this means that in peace-
keeping missions the UN refrains from dir-
ectly intervening in conflicts by enforcing
agreements as this could be construed as
breaching impartiality. For critics, peace-
keeping missions can therefore result in
morally uncomfortable outcomes, while in
other cases they may only serve to freeze,
rather than resolve, conflicts. The ongoing
UN mission to supervise ceasefire lines and
maintain a buffer zone between Turkish Cyp-
riot and Greek Cypriot communities in
Cyprus, which was originally deployed in
1964, is one example (Figure 3). As of June
2012 there were a total of 118,100 personnel
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deployed on 16 ongoing UN peacekeeping
operations.

In contrast, peace enforcement entails the
UN undertaking actions to force an end to a
conflict by imposing the will of the UNSC in
situations where it has identified a threat to
or a breach of the peace, or an act of aggres-
sion. Enforcement, however, can take several
forms. At its weakest it may entail the con-
demnation of one or more sides to a conflict
in the hope of shaming them into compli-
ance. More significant are the imposition of
sanctions, typically targeted at a belligerent’s
economy. Economic sanctions, however, are
controversial since they often impact most
on the poorest and most vulnerable and
therefore raise both questions of utility and
morality. For example, economic sanctions
imposed on Iraq throughout the 1990s are
widely believed to have contributed to hun-
dreds of thousands of civilian deaths,
without having a discernible impact on the
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specified goal of ending Iraq’s programme of
developing weapons of mass destruction.
Consequently sanctions have become in-
creasingly targeted, often focusing on indi-
vidual officials through the freezing of bank
accounts and imposing travel restrictions.
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3. The UN at the border in Cyprus

Most significant, however, is the use of milit-
ary force to enforce UNSC resolutions. Since
the end of the Cold War the UNSC has,
among others, authorized the use of military
force in Bosnia, the Democratic Republic of
the Congo, Haiti, Iraq, Rwanda, Libya, and
Mali. Such operations have coincided with
the UNSC’s greater willingness to broaden its



understanding of what constitutes a threat to
international peace and security. Instead of
emphasizing inter-state conflicts the UN in-
creasingly feels compelled to respond to the
challenges posed by failed states and the out-
break of various intra-state conflicts that
have afflicted various parts of the world since
the early 1990s. As highlighted in Chapter 5,
such conflicts frequently involve diverse
groups of participants, some of whom may
have little desire to end the violence and who
are therefore unlikely to be interested in
providing consent for the presence of UN
peacekeepers. However, irrespective of their
specific nature, in general it is because such
conflicts have the potential to spill across
borders (rather than their humanitarian
costs, for example) that has put them on the
UNSC’s agenda as representing possible
threats to international peace and security
requiring action.
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Several things are worth noting about peace
enforcement missions. First, since peace en-
forcement entails taking sides through
identifying an aggressor and guilty party, it
not only challenges the UN’s traditional em-
phasis on impartiality, but is potentially
more divisive. Unlike peacekeeping opera-
tions, which are generally uncontroversial
given their foundation on gaining the re-
spective parties’ consent, peace enforcement
operations can easily raise political sensitiv-
ities within the UNSC over when the UN
should be prepared to use force and for what
cause. This is particularly so when the UNSC
is divided due to different historical, geo-
graphic, or strategic ties in relation to partic-
ular conflicts. Despite this, though, the UN
appears to be increasingly willing to support
missions designed to preserve and spread
liberal democratic forms of governance, as
demonstrated, for example, in its support for
interventions in Haiti and Sierra Leone in

116/348



the 1990s in response to coups d’état initi-
ated against democratically elected govern-
ments. In these cases the challenge to demo-
cracy was presented as threatening interna-
tional peace and security. Indeed, the UN’s
post-conflict peacebuilding operations,
which seek to stabilize countries to stop
them slipping back into war, are also in-
creasingly premised on promoting liberal
democratic understandings of socio-econom-
ic development and good governance. While
this reflects the influence of liberal demo-
cratic peace theory discussed in Chapter 3,
for critics it also infringes established norms
of sovereignty suggesting that the internal
composition and organization of states
should be for the state alone and not subject
to international interference. Thus, while
traditionally the UN limited its understand-
ing of threats to international peace and se-
curity to violent conflicts between states, in-
creasingly the suggestion is that such threats
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might also result from violent conflict and il-
liberal governance within them.

Finally, it is important to note that while the
UN undertakes many peacekeeping missions
itself, when it comes to peace enforcement it
often prefers to authorize regional organiza-
tions, coalitions of the willing, and some-
times even individual states, to undertake
such operations on its behalf. For instance,
UN-authorized enforcement operations have
been undertaken by the Economic Com-
munity of West African States (ECOWAS),
the African Union, and NATO, while the 1991
war against Iraq was composed of a UN-
authorized US-led multinational coalition.
There are various logistical benefits from
delegating out peace operations in this way.
For instance, regional actors can often mo-
bilize more quickly than the UN, which lacks
standing forces and has to put contingents
together on a case by case basis through
time-consuming processes of seeking
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contributions from member states. Delega-
tion can also reduce the problems of the UN
being overwhelmed by missions and spread-
ing itself too thinly, while it is also assumed
that regional actors may be better placed to
respond most effectively in their own neigh-
bourhoods. However, outside the West re-
gional organizations often lack sufficient
capabilities, while there are also concerns
that delegation can reinforce the position
and interests of regional hegemons.
Moreover, while the UN envisions a hier-
archical relationship between itself and re-
gional actors, regional actors have occasion-
ally openly challenged the UN’s authority
and primacy. For example, owing to Russian
and Chinese opposition within the UNSC,
NATO’s peace enforcement operation in
Kosovo in 1999, to help prevent humanitari-
an abuses being undertaken against Kosovan
Albanians in the context of a struggle for
Kosovan independence from Serbia, took
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place without an explicit UN mandate. In
justifying NATO’s action, however, the then
US Secretary of State, Madeline Albright,
suggested that given its democratic creden-
tials NATO decisions on the use of force were
more legitimate than those of the UNSC with
its more mixed membership.

Humanitarian intervention
and the responsibility to
protect

NATO’s operation in Kosovo is important in
marking something of a turning point on de-
bates concerning the grounds upon which
the international community might legitim-
ately intervene in other states’ affairs. Until
this point, intervention and enforcement ac-
tions had usually been justified on grounds
of preventing conflicts spilling over and im-
pacting on international peace and security
more broadly. With its intervention in
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Kosovo, however, NATO proclaimed ethnic
cleansing and human rights abuses as them-
selves sufficient grounds for action. In this
respect, NATO’s action in Kosovo needs to be
seen in the context of the international com-
munity’s failure to respond effectively to
both the Rwandan genocide and the wide-
spread ethnic cleansing and mass atrocities
endemic to the wars accompanying
Yugoslavia’s break-up in the early 1990s. In
the face of such morally repugnant actions
the international community’s failure to re-
spond effectively was felt as shameful by
many and raised the question of the relative
value attached to principles of sovereignty
and non-intervention compared with those
of human rights.

As noted, the UN Charter has traditionally
been understood as prioritizing principles of
state sovereignty and non-intervention. Such
principles have a moral foundation premised
on upholding respect for different cultures,
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religions, and political and economic systems
and are intended to thwart any imperial am-
bitions of territorial aggrandizement particu-
lar states might be harbouring. However, the
Charter’s Preamble also includes a commit-
ment ‘to reaffirm faith in fundamental hu-
man rights, in the dignity and worth of the
human person’. The question therefore
arises as to what the UN should do in situ-
ations, as in Rwanda or Kosovo, when prin-
ciples of non-intervention and human rights
appear to conflict.

Although the Charter includes no mention of
rights of humanitarian intervention,
throughout the 1990s the question was in-
creasingly being asked whether states, either
unable to protect their citizens’ human rights
or directly infringing them, might lose their
rights to sovereignty. In Kosovo NATO de-
cided the Serbian government had. Indeed,
from within the UN Secretariat a rethinking
of the nature of sovereignty had already
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begun, led by Francis Deng, the UN
Secretary-General’s representative on intern-
ally displaced persons. In an influential book
published in 1996 Deng argued that under-
standings of sovereignty should be
broadened. Alongside the traditional em-
phasis on the possession of a territory,
people to govern, and authority over those
people, sovereignty should also be under-
stood as including a responsibility to protect
minimal standards of human rights, a re-
sponsibility for which governments could be
held accountable by their citizens, but also
by the international community. The sugges-
tion was that states should only be allowed to
claim the benefits of sovereignty(i.e. non-in-
tervention) if this responsibility was being
discharged. Failure to do so, however, would
legitimize international intervention. As
Secretary-General Kofi Annan stated to the
UN Commission on Human Rights in 1999,
‘if we allow the United Nations to become
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the refuge of [the] ethnic cleanser or mass
murderer, we will betray the very ideals that
inspired the founding of the United Nations’.

The case supporting international interven-
tions on humanitarian grounds was further
developed by the 2001 report of the Interna-
tional Commission on Intervention and State
Sovereignty (ICISS) on The Responsibility to
Protect (popularly shortened to R2P).
Sponsored by the Canadian government the
R2P report shifted the emphasis from the in-
ternational community having a ‘right’, to it
having a ‘duty’ to intervene in situations
when states were failing to protect human
rights. Two things were particularly import-
ant about the report.

First, alongside a ‘responsibility to react’ to
mass atrocities through the use of enforce-
ment mechanisms, it also outlined a ‘re-
sponsibility to prevent’ and a ‘responsibility
to rebuild’, indicating that the international
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community had significant responsibilities to
stop humanitarian abuses in the first place
and to prevent them from recurring through
post-conflict rebuilding programmes. Pre-
vention, for example, might include the pro-
motion of good governance and attempts to
properly regulate the arms trade.

Second, however, were debates sparked by
the various thresholds the ICISS report out-
lined for legitimizing intervention in the first
place. The general suggestion that interven-
tion would be justified in situations of large-
scale loss of life resulting from things like
genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and
crimes against humanity was accepted. Con-
troversial, however, was determining when
such criteria had been reached. What, for ex-
ample, constitutes large-scale loss of life and
who decides? Indeed, one reason China and
Russia vetoed a UN mandated intervention
in Kosovo was because they did not think the
situation was as dire as NATO claimed.
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Another was because in their view the point
of last resort for using force (another of the
ICISS criteria) had not been reached and al-
ternative diplomatic avenues remained to be
explored. NATO’s action in Kosovo and the
ICISS report therefore raised the question of
who has the legitimate right to make such
decisions. Both NATO and the ICISS report
suggested that, while ideally it should be the
UNSC, if the UNSC failed to act then this au-
thority might be devolved to other act-
ors—regional organizations, coalitions of the
willing, and perhaps even individual states.
For critics the report therefore created the
possibility that states could arbitrarily invoke
the R2P to pursue ulterior agendas. This was
a specific concern of the post-colonial states
with good historical grounds to be wary of
the proclaimed humanitarian intentions of
former colonial powers. However, it is not-
able that Russia also viewed NATO’s opera-
tion in Kosovo in similar terms, as a
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mechanism by which NATO might be able to
expand into Russia’s traditional sphere of
influence.

Following much negotiation a heavily revised
version of the R2P was endorsed at the 2005
World Summit. Important revisions included
the omission of explicit reference to respons-
ibilities to prevent, react, and rebuild, with
an emphasis instead placed on helping states
meet their human rights commitments, for
instance, through providing early warning of
impending situations, offering incentives to
encourage reconciliation between conflicting
parties, and providing assistance in areas of
economic development and political reform.
Most notably, authority for determining
thresholds and launching an intervention
was firmly placed within the UNSC’s remit.

Disagreements regarding the R2P, however,
remain. Its most notable invocation since its
adoption by the World Summit was in early
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2011 when it was invoked by the UNSC in au-
thorizing a NATO-led intervention in Libya
in response to the Libyan government’s bru-
tal crackdown against an uprising. Con-
cerned that crimes against humanity had
either been committed or were imminent un-
less action was taken, through Resolution
1973 the UNSC authorized the international
community to take ‘all necessary measures’
in protecting civilians under threat of attack.
The Resolution, however, also excluded the
option of a foreign occupation of Libyan ter-
ritory. Even so, the NATO-led alliance inter-
preted its remit more broadly than its critics.
Beyond imposing a no-fly zone and targeting
the Libyan air force and its air defences,
NATO also targeted Libya’s armed forces and
its command facilities on the ground. To its
critics, like Russia and China, NATO was not
simply protecting civilians but was actively
taking sides in a civil war in the hope of fos-
tering regime change.
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Beyond the specifics, however, the interven-
tion in Libya also raised questions about the
selectivity of the intervention. Why, for ex-
ample, intervene in Libya and not other
countries in the midst of the so-called ‘Arab
spring’, where crackdowns were also taking
place. The West’s refusal to countenance
such action in key regional allies, like Egypt
and Bahrain, raised obvious accusations of
double standards and that the intervention
was driven as much by a desire to advance
strategic national interests, or even to settle
old scores with Colonel Gaddafi, as by hu-
manitarian concerns. Meanwhile, the fact
that in undertaking its remit NATO bomb-
ings caused considerable civilian casualties
also raised the more general issue of the po-
tential contradictions concerning the use of
force for humanitarian purposes. Ultimately,
arguments justifying such collateral damage
are premised on utilitarian calculations of
preventing greater future harm. Such
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calculations, however, invariably entail trad-
ing the lives of some for those of others.

Despite such concerns, the UN’s endorse-
ment of the R2P indicates a significant
change in the international community’s un-
derstanding of what constitute threats to in-
ternational peace and security. Although the
emphasis remains on upholding the interna-
tional order of states and preventing war
between them, increasingly the value accor-
ded to states is being derived through their
ability to protect and advance human rights.
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Chapter 5

The changing
nature of armed
conflict

From the previous discussion it is clear that
war remains a central concern for thinking
about international security. And war, we
have seen, can be indicative of both a break-
down of the international security order and
also a mechanism for restoring it. Tradition-
ally, war has been understood as involving
states pitted against each other in armed
combat over conflicting interests, with the
state’s resort to violence generally viewed as
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legitimate and legal, in contrast to the viol-
ence of other groups often regarded as ille-
gitimate and criminal. Indeed, the legitimacy
of state-to-state combat has been enshrined
through the development of international
humanitarian law—laws of war designed to
regulate and formalize its conduct. These in-
clude the Geneva Conventions, which,
among other things, outline rules for the
treatment of combatants and non-com-
batants, emphasize the need to minimize ci-
vilian casualties, and emphasize proportion-
ality in the methods used to conduct warfare.
Finally, aside from being viewed as legal and
legitimate, when connected to defence of the
homeland and protecting vital national
interests, inter-state violence is also often
viewed as a moral and patriotic activity.

Since the Cold War’s end, however, this
traditional state-centric view of the nature of
warfare and its conduct has been challenged
by three notable developments: the apparent
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decline in the prevalence of inter-state war-
fare in comparison to the proliferation of
intra-state conflicts; the impact of technolo-
gical developments on Western approaches
to warfare; and the increasing reliance on
private security companies in military
campaigns.

Ethnic conflict and new wars
Established visions of war as a conflict
between states undertaken in accordance
with an emerging body of rules of the game,
and perhaps also a deeper sense of the warri-
or’s honour, were significantly challenged in
the 1990s, in particular with the break-up of
Yugoslavia, occasioned by five wars between
1991 and 1999, and the descent of Rwanda
into genocidal violence in 1994. Mass atrocit-
ies, like the summary execution in 1995 of
8,000 Bosnian Muslim men and boys, os-
tensibly under UN protection in Srebrenica,
and the massacre of an estimated 800,000
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Tutsis by their Hutu neighbours, shocked the
world. The defenceless nature of the victims
caused puzzlement. In Rwanda men, women,
and children were burned alive while seeking
refuge in churches or hacked to death by ma-
chete at roadblocks. Meanwhile, during the
Bosnian War Serbian forces established rape
camps and set about a systematic campaign
of ethnic cleansing, with the Bosnian War
creating an estimated 3.5 million refugees.

Of course, atrocities in war are not new, but
in these contexts international humanitarian
law was being flouted with apparent impun-
ity. Moreover, while wartime atrocities have
often been understood as regrettable and un-
intended side effects of conflict (the Holo-
caust being a notable exception), as these
conflicts progressed the targeting of civilians
on the basis of their ethnic or religious iden-
tity increasingly appeared the primary goal,
with civilians accounting for the majority of
casualties. Such killing was also
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accompanied by the destruction of the cul-
tural artefacts of the ‘others’ in apparent at-
tempts to erase any historical trace of their
existence in particular territories (Figure 4).
In both cases the international community
looked on, apparently unable to comprehend
the events under way, with international at-
tempts at intervention or mediation woefully
inadequate and often counter-productive.
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4. The destruction of Bamiyan Buddha
statues. As part of a process of Islam-
icization, and despite international
protest, in March 2001 the Taleban
government in Afghanistan blew up
the Bamiyan Buddhas for being un-
Islamic and idolatrous

The pattern played out in Bosnia and
Rwanda has reappeared elsewhere, amongst
others in Somalia, Liberia, Sierra Leone,
Sudan, Nigeria, Afghanistan, Iraq, and per-
haps most devastatingly in the Democratic
Republic of the Congo (DRC), where the
1998–2003 war claimed the lives of an es-
timated 3 million people, with parts of the
country still at the mercy of marauding mili-
tias. Such events raise the question of how
such extreme violence targeted at civilian
populations, apparently purely on the basis
of the difference of identity, can be ex-
plained. Our answers to this question are
fundamental since how we view the nature
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and causes of these conflicts impacts signific-
antly on what, if anything, we are likely to
think should be done about them.

In answering this question labels become
important. Two common labels describe
these conflicts as being either civil wars—in
reference to their predominantly intra-state
character—or ethnic conflicts—in reference
to the specific identity dimension evident in
the violence. Both labels, however, present
problems. The ‘civil war’ label is problematic
for two reasons. First, such conflicts often
spread across borders and become issues of
broader regional and international concern.
In the Rwandan case, for example, faced
with the advancing Tutsi-led Rwandan Patri-
otic Front the extremist Hutu militia, the In-
terahamwe, fled to the DRC and began ter-
rorizing the local population and Tutsi
refugees. Second, such conflicts are often in-
ternationalized via the support of diasporic
communities and foreign governments for
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particular parties. For example, during the
Bosnian War the Bosnian Muslims were sup-
ported by various Islamic states and covertly
by the USA. Another example is the popular
uprising in Syria which began in 2011, but
which by 2012 had become characterized by
much greater levels of violence as regional
and global powers began actively supporting
the different sides. These transnational di-
mensions complicate both dynamics on the
ground, but also the possibilities for conflict
resolution.

Meanwhile, the label ‘ethnic war’ is problem-
atic as it easily supports the view that such
conflicts derive from almost uncontrollable
anciently inscribed mass hatreds. Under-
stood this way it is easy to conclude that little
can be done to stop them or to ameliorate
tensions. Indeed, it is sometimes suggested
that the international community should let
these conflicts, bloody as they may be, take
their course, since any measures will only
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provide a temporary resolution and might
even make the next violent outburst worse.
Such a view characterized much of the inter-
national community’s response to the Bosni-
an War. For example, on 28 May 1993 US
Secretary of State Warren Christopher told
CBS News:

It’s really a tragic problem. The hatred
between all three groups—the Bosnians
and the Serbs and the Croatians—is al-
most unbelievable. It’s almost terrifying,
and it’s centuries old. That really is a
problem from hell. And I think that the
United States is doing all we can to try
to deal with that problem … [but] … The
United States simply doesn’t have the
means to make people in that region of
the world like each other.

On the one hand, such statements reflect a
well-worn temptation—also evident in the
war on terror—to draw a distinction between
the civilized behaviour of us and the inherent
barbarism of others. However, they are also
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reflective of claims about the inevitability of
conflict between civilizations popularized by
Samuel Huntington. From this perspective
multiculturalism is inherently problematic
and different cultures are best kept separate
from each other. Notably, such a view came
to inform the various peace proposals negoti-
ated by the international community in the
case of Bosnia. These culminated in the
Dayton Peace Accords of 1995, which en-
tailed dividing Bosnia into ethnically homo-
geneous areas (Figure 5). The settlement
therefore supported the very goals of the na-
tionalists, with ethnic separation seen as the
only sensible policy option.
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5. A map of the Dayton Peace Accords
of 1995



Critics argue such interpretations, and the
emphasis on ethnicity and identity, are often
empirically flawed and overlook key political,
social, and economic dynamics underlying
these conflicts. Empirically, such claims are
often blind to longer histories of co-habita-
tion, multiculturalism, and intermarriage
between ethnic groups. Typically they also
pay little attention to identifying the perpet-
rators of the violence, who are often a mix-
ture of opportunists, hooligans, and paramil-
itary and criminal elements. Meanwhile, at
least in the Rwandan case, many Hutu civil-
ians were coerced under pain of death into
undertaking killings, while some estimates
suggest that less than 10 per cent of Hutus
were implicated in the violence. The picture
of mass ethnic hatred therefore begins to
look less clear.

The academic Mary Kaldor has therefore
suggested ‘New Wars’ as a term that might
better capture the dynamics of many
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contemporary conflicts. While New Wars are
often characterized by identity related viol-
ence and justified in terms of ancient
hatreds, she argues these are not natural but
need to be manufactured by protagonists
who excel in the politics of fear and scape-
goating as a means of capturing economic
and political power. As such, while at one
level these wars can be understood as con-
flicts between groups making mutually ex-
clusive claims to identity, more fundament-
ally they represent an attack on inclusive
multicultural and cosmopolitan ideals of
political community. Thus, some of the first
victims of violence in both the Bosnian War
and the Rwandan genocide were precisely
those moderates who refused to hate the oth-
er and were therefore targeted for
extermination.

Furthermore, while traditionally war has
been understood as an instrumental tool by
which states pursue various political goals, in
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New Wars key protagonists may view the
perpetuation of conflict as an end in itself.
This is because such wars often provide cov-
er for rampant criminal activity, whether in
the form of extortion and pillage from the ci-
vilian population, the siphoning off of hu-
manitarian aid, or in the establishment of
broader networks of organized crime special-
izing in the smuggling of drugs, arms, pre-
cious metals, and people. For people in-
volved in such activities war can prove highly
lucrative. If understood this way, proponents
of the New Wars thesis suggest the interna-
tional community has much to lose in not re-
sponding effectively to the outbreak of such
conflicts. This is because at stake are ideolo-
gical and moral commitments to tolerance as
well as narrower interests in preventing the
emergence of zones of instability that might
prove destabilizing regionally and interna-
tionally. From this perspective, instead of
letting such conflicts unfold on their own
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terms, or seeking to mediate between the
various parties, the international community
should be prepared to intervene in support
of those moderates who continue to uphold
the cosmopolitan values endorsed by various
international agreements, treaties, and
organizations.

Technology and the Western
way of warfare

In parts of the world, therefore, warfare ap-
pears to be getting messier, increasingly en-
gulfing whole communities and fostering so-
cial instabilities and mass population move-
ments. For people living in these societies
their relationship to, and experience and
perception of, war is often very direct. For
most of the West, however, a different dy-
namic has been under way. During the Se-
cond World War whole populations were
mobilized for the war effort, and throughout
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the Cold War visions of a future ‘total war’
between East and West still framed popular
conceptions of warfare. The experience of
the world wars indicated that wars tended to
escalate, requiring the full mobilization of
society. Moreover, in an industrial age the
destructive capacity of wars seemed to have
increased exponentially.

Today, however, in the West visions of po-
tential future conflicts on the scale of the
world wars seem less applicable. The estab-
lishment of lasting peace in Europe, partly
premised on the desire to avoid a nuclear
Armageddon, and partly the result of a pref-
erence for compromise, negotiation, and
economic prosperity over military conflict,
has been important here, as has the fact that
the West increasingly identifies its enemies
in more limited terms, not as states, but as
regimes, networks, terrorist cells, and some-
times as specific individuals. The result is
that in general war has become territorially
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distant, with most people’s experience of it
second hand and mediated through televi-
sion, newspapers, and the internet. Indeed, it
is sometimes argued that most Westerners’
understanding and experience of war has
come to assume a virtual quality, with their
involvement similar to that of people playing
a computer game or as spectators of a sport-
ing event.

Developments in military technologies,
which in the USA were spurred on by an
aversion to casualties following the Vietnam
War, have played an important role in fur-
thering this perception. In particular, the de-
velopment of increasingly sophisticated elec-
tronic sensors, hand-held computers, and
the increasing use of satellite technologies
for intelligence gathering, surveillance, in-
stant battlefield communications, and the
delivery of precision-guided munitions, have
been key. Indeed, it has become common to
talk about a technological ‘revolution in
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military affairs’ (RMA), which has provided
the USA and its allies with an unprecedented
military advantage. The Gulf War in 1991
marked a turning point in this respect. The
Iraqi army’s decimation for the loss of
around only 250 Coalition personnel was
seen as a triumph of this technological edge.

In this respect, the promise of technological
superiority has been seen in its potential to
enable the USA and its allies to fight future
wars swiftly, deploying only limited numbers
of personnel into the combat zone, and
therefore to fight wars at a distance. A good
example of this vision of future combat is the
use of unmanned aerial vehicles (drones) in
surveillance and attack operations, but
whose controllers are often based in Amer-
ica. The belief, however, is that future wars
may also be conducted with more precision,
thereby limiting collateral damage through
the use of ‘surgical’ air strikes. Notable,
therefore, is that while precision-guided
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munitions accounted for about 9 per cent of
strikes in the 1991 Gulf War, this rose to 70
per cent in the 2003 Iraq War.

The promises of the technological revolution,
however, have been challenged. First, in light
of the protracted nature of the conflicts in
Afghanistan since 2001, and Iraq since 2003,
claims that the technological edge would
lead to faster and cleaner engagements ring
hollow. While its technological edge enabled
the limited forces of the US-led Coalition of
the Willing to undertake an unparalleled ad-
vance on Baghdad in 2003 and to bring
about an initial defeat of Iraqi forces, as in
Afghanistan their ability to win the sub-
sequent ‘peace’ was less obvious. The point is
that in response to its unprecedented milit-
ary superiority the enemies of America and
its allies have adopted alternative tactics de-
signed to nullify some of the West’s advant-
ages. Instead of risking annihilation on a
designated battlefield they are increasingly
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adopting the tactics of guerrilla warfare,
launching lightning strikes, deploying im-
provised explosive devices (IEDs), and tar-
geting perceived Western vulnerabilities and
sensibilities that might undermine the legit-
imacy and commitment to particular cam-
paigns—for example, through deliberately
killing civilians.

Second, critics argue that the emphasis on
air power and cruise missiles is indicative of
the West’s desire to transfer as much of the
risks of war onto the enemy as possible. At
one level this appears prudent and responds
to the perceived sensitivity of Western pub-
lics to the taking of casualties. However, it
also signals a very different image of war. In-
stead of war as a process of thrust and
counter-thrust and a reciprocity of risk
between participants, Western engagements
can sometimes appear as a very unbalanced
slaughter of one side by the other.
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The benefits of such risk transfer, however,
are not always as obvious as they seem. A
good example is provided by NATO’s eleven-
week bombing campaign conducted against
the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia in 1999,
in response to the Serbian-dominated gov-
ernment’s aggressive actions of ethnic
cleansing of Kosovan Albanians in Kosovo.
While NATO undertook thousands of sorties
and dropped around 20,000 ‘smart bombs’
on Yugoslav targets, the effect was limited.
Indeed, ethnic cleansing of Kosovan Albani-
ans increased during the bombing campaign.
Frustrated, NATO resorted to bombing a
wider range of targets. While initially the fo-
cus had been on targeting military installa-
tions, hardware, and units, faced by contin-
ued Serbian intransigence this was expanded
to targets in Serbia with both a military and
civilian function, such as power stations, wa-
ter processing plants, bridges, factories, and
telecommunications and broadcasting
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facilities. For its critics, NATO’s actions in-
creasingly looked like an exercise in collect-
ive punishment against the whole of the Ser-
bian population, with NATO’s bombing cam-
paign causing around 500 civilian deaths
and 6,000 casualties. Moreover, instead of
helping the plight of Kosovan Albanians the
operation may have exacerbated the human-
itarian crisis. However, throughout the cam-
paign the option of a ground invasion was re-
jected because of the potential risk of allied
casualties. To this extent, the emphasis on
minimizing Western casualties (of which
there were none) may have been counter-
productive to the operation’s goals, while it
also sent out the message that Western lives
were to be prioritized over those of others.
Given that the Kosovo operation was sold to
the public as a humanitarian necessity this
easily raised questions of humanitarian
double standards.
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Finally, there is also a concern that the RMA,
and the development of precision-guided
munitions in particular, is encouraging
Western governments to take a more positive
view of war’s utility as an instrument of
policy. Insofar as it is believed war can be
quick and clean, targeted specifically at the
‘bad guys’, while minimizing the number of
civilian casualties, then there is a possibility
that it becomes viewed as an increasingly ac-
ceptable policy option. Critics therefore
worry that the RMA and the emphasis on
precision strikes is sanitizing the reality of
war for Western publics. Moreover, if war
becomes viewed as an easier option then this
may also undermine more enduring diplo-
matic attempts to solve difficult internation-
al security issues.

Privatization
The third way that war has begun to trans-
form since the end of the Cold War concerns
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the increasing reliance on private security
companies (PSCs) in military campaigns.
Privatization is not a new phenomenon and
mercenaries have featured on battlefields for
much of human history. Since the early
1990s, though, the scope, nature, and im-
portance of privatization has changed dra-
matically. From an emphasis on lone mer-
cenaries, outlawed under the Geneva Con-
ventions, a multi-billion dollar industry has
emerged comprising major companies com-
peting openly in the international security
market. Such companies have become
household names, including: Halliburton,
Dyncorp, Aegis, Erinys, and Blackwater (now
Academi). They have been hired by states,
international organizations like the UN, hu-
manitarian relief agencies, military alliances
like NATO, and other private companies,
while even criminal organizations and rebel
groups have managed to enlist their services.
For instance, during the conflict in Libya in
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2011 private contractors were hired, both by
the Libyan leadership under Colonel Gad-
dafi, and those rebel groups seeking to de-
pose him.

The increasing importance and centrality of
PSCs to the conduct of military operations
can be highlighted with respect to a few ex-
amples in regard to the 2003 Iraq War and
its aftermath. For example, with 10,000
private security contractors on the ground
PSCs constituted the second largest contin-
gent after the Americans during the actual
war. The British were third with 9,900. After
the war finished the number of contractors
continued to increase. By 2006 the US
Government Accounting Office put the ratio
of contractors to military personnel in Iraq at
1:5, up from 1:10 in 2003, and an estimated
1:100 in the 1991 Gulf War. The companies
involved were often paid vast sums. For in-
stance, in 2007 the British company Aegis
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secured a contract to provide ‘reconstruction
security services’ worth $475 million.

The actual activities such companies engage
in, however, are often quite diverse. Most
notorious are PSCs that participate in actual
war fighting. In Iraq the activities of these
companies were highlighted in the wake of
various cases of illegal killings, with the spot-
light in particular focused on the ambiguous
legal status of contractors and their apparent
immunity to prosecution. Such companies
might also be involved in operating weapons
systems or at times have been contracted to
provide an ad hoc air force. Other compan-
ies, however, specialize in intelligence gath-
ering and assessment, but also in military
training and consultancy, such as providing
advice on strategy and operational planning.
Indeed, it is noteworthy that much of the
training of the new Iraqi army and police
force was contracted out to PSCs. Finally,
companies like Halliburton specialize in
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logistical and technical support including,
for example, building military camps and
providing transportation services.

The emergence and rise of PSCs has several
causes. Following military downsizing in re-
sponse to the end of the Cold War the
world’s militaries shrank by some 6 million
personnel, creating a large potential work-
force for the industry. Infamously the dis-
banded 32nd Reconnaissance Battalion of
the South African military simply reconstit-
uted itself as a private company, Executive
Outcomes, who went on to fight in several
African wars. Moreover, military downsizing
also left the global market flooded with the
full range of military equipment, all available
at basement prices, enabling new companies
to provision themselves. At the same time,
the emergence of New Wars and the super-
powers’ declining willingness to continue to
provide security support for many regimes in
the new global political context created
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power vacuums and zones of instability that
PSCs seemed ideal to fill. And not least, the
growth of the industry is also connected to
the post-Cold War dominance of neoliberal
ideology with its preference for the marketiz-
ation of the public sphere, the belief being
that privatization and outsourcing enhances
efficiency and effectiveness.

There are various arguments for and against
the use of PSCs, but three are worth noting
in particular. First, as indicated it is often ar-
gued that outsourcing services to PSCs en-
hances cost effectiveness and efficiency.
However, simple cost/efficiency comparis-
ons can be difficult to draw. For example,
one reason PSCs may appear a cheaper op-
tion is that they do not need to invest sub-
stantially in training personnel, since in gen-
eral they hire people whose training has
already been undertaken and paid for by na-
tional armed forces. Likewise, they do not
need to retain standing forces or bases and
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can hire contractors as and when needed.
Such reduced standing costs also means they
can afford to tempt highly skilled military
professionals by offering higher rates of pay.
For example, in Iraq Special Forces veterans
were for a time commanding $1,000 a day
for their services. In turn, this created reten-
tion problems for the national forces as
many soldiers resigned their commissions to
take up such positions. For critics one
danger is therefore that using PSCs can un-
dermine the morale and cohesion of national
forces. However, critics also point out that
PSCs have frequently also been exposed as
employing largely untrained contractors on
lower wages, with this raising questions
about their effectiveness. The key point here
is that whereas the objective of states (or
other actors hiring PSCs) is to maximize se-
curity, the primary goal of PSCs is inevitably
to maximize profits, with this raising
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questions as to the vigour with which they
may undertake their contracts.

A second argument in favour is that private
security contractors are more ‘expendable’
than national soldiers, as evidenced by the
media’s close scrutiny of military deaths in
comparison to contractor deaths, numbers of
which have been notoriously more difficult
to verify—although as of 2011 some estim-
ates suggested more than 500 foreign con-
tractors had been killed in Iraq since 2003.
As such, though, it is argued using PSCs may
enable states to undertake riskier missions
or may make it easier to justify the continu-
ation of ongoing operations. It may also en-
able states to pay for missions they would
otherwise lack the capabilities to undertake.
As with debates over the RMA, critics worry
that the existence of PSCs therefore lowers
the threshold for resorting to force, while it
also enables governments to obfuscate re-
sponsibility when missions go awry, conduct
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operations largely unseen, and as such raises
questions of democratic accountability.

Finally, the rise of PSCs raises questions
about who gets security. PSCs argue they fill
an important niche market, providing secur-
ity as and where it is required. However,
PSCs by definition only provide security to
those able to pay. Although the industry ar-
gues they only provide services to respect-
able and legitimate clients there have also
been cases where such claims have been
questioned. Moreover, in cases of civil war,
for instance, it is precisely claims of legitim-
acy and rights to govern that are being con-
tested. In such conflicts should we be con-
tent with the idea that legitimacy is to be de-
cided by whichever side has the resources to
employ the assistance of a PSC? Ultimately,
the rise of PSCs therefore raises questions
about the extent to which corporations are
beginning to challenge states as the primary
providers and agents of security. More than
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this, though, to the extent to which such
companies have been employed in the gath-
ering and analysis of intelligence they have
also begun to play increasingly important
roles in identifying threats and shaping re-
sponses to them. Although the industry
peddles security solutions it stands to reason
that such companies also have an interest in
expanding the security market by convincing
clients and potential customers of impending
threats, threats to which they might also of-
fer their services.
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Chapter 6

Human security
and development

In the final analysis, human security is a
child who did not die, a disease that did
not spread, a job that was not cut, an
ethnic tension that did not explode into
violence, a dissident who was not si-
lenced. Human security is not a concern
with weapons—it is a concern with hu-
man life and dignity.

(United Nations Development Pro-
gramme, Human Development Report,

1994)
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Until now this book has concentrated on
narrow and more traditional security issues
primarily concerned with conflicts between
states and the preservation of a state-centric
international order. As noted in Chapter 2,
however, since the end of the Cold War un-
derstandings of international security have
broadened significantly to include a focus on
new issue areas and objects of security bey-
ond the state. Most significant has arguably
been the emergence of the concept of human
security, signalling as it does the ambition of
placing individuals and humanity more
broadly at the heart of security debates, the
suggestion being that enhancing individual
security is fundamental to preserving and
enhancing the broader international security
environment. This emphasis on humanity
has already been indicated in respect of the
international community’s increasing will-
ingness to make the preservation of human
rights an obligation of sovereignty, with the
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failure to do this a justification for invoking
the R2P and launching a humanitarian inter-
vention. However, the implications of prior-
itizing human security reach beyond these
concerns and potentially raise much more
profound questions about the distribution of
resources, the structure of the international
economic and political system, and the prior-
ity traditionally accorded to states within
that system.

Human security—the concept

Invocations of human security usually take
one of two forms. Conservative definitions
adopt a narrow approach focusing on the im-
plications and consequences of war on
people’s lives, with the aim of alleviating
these effects, such as by providing emer-
gency assistance and humanitarian support
to refugees. The emphasis of conservative
approaches is therefore on what the UN
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terms ‘freedom from fear’, and is manifest in
a concern with prioritizing conflict preven-
tion, conflict resolution, and post-conflict re-
construction. Tangible results have been
achieved by people advocating human secur-
ity in this form. Most celebrated has been the
Ottawa Treaty banning the use of anti-per-
sonnel landmines. The treaty was the cul-
mination of a high-profile campaign
sponsored by NGOs, personalities like the
Princess of Wales (Figure 6), and the Cana-
dian government, as a result of outrage felt
at the indiscriminate and distressing casu-
alty figures caused by such weapons.
Deployed with the immediate aim of target-
ing enemy personnel, such weapons remain
buried and active long after such conflicts
end (some estimates suggest as many as 100
million may still be buried and active), the
result being that the majority of casualties
are civilians injured or killed in the after-
math of conflicts. Since being opened for
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signature in 1997 the Ottawa Treaty has been
signed and ratified by 156 states, although it
is yet to be signed or ratified by major
powers like the USA, China, and Russia. The
Ottawa Treaty’s success, however, has en-
couraged other campaigns. Most notable is
an ongoing attempt, sponsored by NGOs, the
UN, and various states, to formalize a treaty
regulating the arms trade, with the specific
aim of banning the sale of arms to countries
where there is a substantial risk of their be-
ing used to violate human rights. The con-
cern is that such arms facilitate and foster
armed conflicts, kill hundreds of thousands
of people each year, and contribute to creat-
ing unstable environments that undermine
prospects for development.
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6. Princess Diana with a landmine vic-
tim in Angola

In contrast, more expansive definitions of
human security suggest that this focus on
conflict results in a problematically narrow
understanding of the threats that cause hu-
man insecurity and suffering. Although viol-
ent conflicts and their effects are important,
far more people’s lives are blighted by
poverty, hunger, disease, and natural dis-
asters. The figures can be startling. For ex-
ample, more than three and a half billion
people live on less than $2 a day, while ac-
cording to UNICEF 22,000 children die of
poverty daily and around a quarter of all
children in developing countries are under-
weight. Meanwhile, infectious diseases con-
tinue to devastate vulnerable populations.
For instance, in 2007 UNAIDS estimated
two million people were dying from HIV/
AIDS annually, with a further two and a half
million being infected. The figures point to
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vast swathes of the global population whose
lives are characterized by vulnerability. More
expansive definitions therefore emphasize
that human security is not just about ‘free-
dom from fear’, but also ‘freedom from
want’.

This approach to human security was most
notably outlined by the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP) in its
1994 Human Development Report quoted at
the start of the chapter. For the UNDP hu-
man security was related to all those things
that contribute to human dignity. To this ex-
tent, the UNDP suggested human security
was affected by a broad range of economic,
environmental, political, social, health, and
personal factors. From this perspective hu-
man security concerns things like having a
secure and stable income, the ability to ac-
cess educational and health services, and liv-
ing in an unpolluted environment. This un-
derstanding of human security therefore
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entails a strong concern with questions of so-
cial justice, the need for a fairer distribution
of resources, and the structural processes
(Galtung’s ‘structural violence’—see Chapter
2) that allow such conditions of widespread
poverty and disadvantage to prevail.

Importantly the international community
has responded to this wider conception of
human security. With much fanfare, in 2000
the UN established eight Millennium Devel-
opment Goals (MDGs) comprising a set of
commitments designed to help rectify the
condition of the world’s poorest and most
disadvantaged. These included commitments
to eradicate extreme poverty and hunger,
achieve universal primary education, pro-
mote gender equality and empower women,
reduce child mortality, improve maternal
health, combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and oth-
er diseases, ensure environmental sustainab-
ility, and develop a global partnership for de-
velopment. Under each of these headings
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were a range of more specified goals, such as
halving the number of people whose income
is less than $1 a day, reducing child mortality
by two-thirds, and reducing by three-quar-
ters the maternal morbidity ratio. In most
cases 1990 provided the base line figure with
most of the goals targeted to be met by 2015.

According to a UN report released in 2012
progress has been mixed, varying between
both issue and region. For instance, the goal
of eradicating extreme poverty and hunger
by 2015 seems to be on target for Eastern
Asia, the Caucasus, and Central Asia, where-
as progress is deemed either insufficient,
non-existent, or with the situation actually
deteriorating in respect of other areas like
Sub-Saharan Africa, Western Asia, and
Oceania. Likewise, while progress on halting
and reversing the spread of tuberculosis has
been generally positive, progress on provid-
ing universal primary education, maternal
health, and gender equality is much less
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encouraging. We shall return to the reasons
for this mixed situation later.

For critics expansive understandings of hu-
man security are beset with problems.
Where, for example, should the boundaries
of human security be drawn, how should we
prioritize between different dimensions and
commitments, and who should make these
decisions and on what grounds? A more gen-
eral criticism, however, is that human secur-
ity, however defined, is easily co-opted by
states and reoriented to their particular na-
tional security concerns. This can be illus-
trated by highlighting how poverty and un-
derdevelopment impact on individuals and
states in slightly different ways, and can
therefore generate different policy options
depending on which is prioritized.

For individuals, the effects of poverty and
underdevelopment have already been indic-
ated. Poverty often translates into poor diets
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and health, lack of access to education and
medicines, limited employment and social
opportunities, and increased chances of be-
ing subject to violence, crime, and arbitrary
treatment by the state. Moreover, these ele-
ments often feed off each other. For example,
the scourge of HIV/AIDS in Africa is not just
felt by those infected with the virus, but by
their families who might lose the main in-
come earner and who, given the lack of suffi-
cient or accessible public health provision,
are saddled with extra financial burdens.
Vulnerability to disease can also highlight
the structural violence inherent in problems
of global poverty and underdevelopment. In
2010, for example, the World Health Organ-
ization (WHO) estimated that malaria, a pre-
ventable and curable disease, killed approx-
imately 655,000 people, the majority African
children. In contrast, armed with vaccina-
tions and insurance policies Western travel-
lers to the developing world are generally
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protected from such potentially deadly out-
comes. Seen from the perspective of indi-
vidual suffering a public policy approach to
human security should therefore start by
identifying and targeting those who are most
vulnerable and whose needs are greatest.

Seen through a state lens, however, prob-
lems of human security are often translated
into broader threats of political, social, eco-
nomic, and even military instability. Indeed,
concerns about human security are often
translated into concerns about the stability
and security of existing political structures
and ruling regimes, sometimes for good reas-
on. Statistically speaking poorer countries
are more susceptible to internal conflict. One
reason is because poverty is rarely evenly
spread across populations and often follows
ethnic, social, or religious divides. Such dis-
parities can easily breed resentments and
competition between different groups for
control of the state and its resources (see
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Chapter 7). Of course, when such conflicts
turn violent they can further entrench
poverty by diverting people and resources in-
to unproductive fighting roles and destroying
essential infrastructures.

Aside from concerns about regime security
and political stability, however, poverty can
affect national security in other ways. Infec-
tious diseases, for example, can wreak havoc
on prospects for economic development by
decimating workers’ productivity and creat-
ing additional healthcare burdens for limited
state finances. For example, according to CIA
figures, in 2009 nine African countries had
adult population HIV/AIDS infection rates
of over 10 per cent, including three countries
(Lesotho, Swaziland, Botswana) where the
rate exceeded 20 per cent. HIV/AIDS is a
particular scourge because it disproportion-
ately affects younger adults who would nor-
mally comprise the more productive part of
the workforce. As it progresses HIV/AIDS
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increasingly incapacitates sufferers and cre-
ates significant economic and social welfare
burdens. However, the spread of HIV/AIDS
has also raised questions for military secur-
ity, especially because of its potential impact
on military effectiveness. The reason is that
infection rates amongst soldiers are typically
higher than amongst the rest of the popula-
tion, with infection rate estimates for some
African militaries topping 50 per cent. Un-
able to carry out their duties to full effective-
ness infected soldiers arguably pose a risk to
national security by limiting the overall cap-
abilities of military units. When seen
through the perspective of national rather
than individual vulnerabilities, significant
temptations therefore exist for policy makers
to interpret human security concerns as re-
quiring resources to be targeted on key eco-
nomic and social sectors and key personnel
(e.g. soldiers), with other sufferers liable to
be overlooked.
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The coming anarchy?

Aside from this tendency to view human se-
curity problems through a national security
framework, debates about human security
also often end up prioritizing the concerns of
the developed over those of the developing
world. One example is the vast international
attention and mobilization that has occurred
in recent years to prevent the spread of po-
tentially deadly infectious diseases, initially
sparked by the outbreak of SARS (Severe
Respiratory Syndrome) in 2003 and later by
H1N1 (swine flu) in 2009, which both took
advantage of modern global transport net-
works to disperse swiftly to multiple coun-
tries. The concern is that such viruses could
potentially kill many people, but might also
impact on global trade and even undermine
political stability. They are therefore seen as
posing potentially serious threats to lives and
welfare in the developed world, such that in
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2010 the UK government listed an influenza
pandemic a Tier One priority in its National
Security Strategy. The same level of interna-
tional attention, mobilization, and urgency,
however, is only notable by its absence in re-
spect of other diseases which already kill
millions worldwide; diseases like tuberculos-
is, malaria, dysentery, polio, cholera, West
Nile virus, etc. For critics the disjuncture re-
flects the fact that these diseases are largely
afflictions of poverty localized to the devel-
oping world and therefore of little concern to
more prosperous countries.

At times, however, the tendency to frame is-
sues of poverty, health, and development in
terms of their potential impact on the secur-
ity of the developed world has had a more
pernicious edge to it, with the global poor be-
ing construed, not as those in need, but as
those threatening security and stability in
the prosperous global north. A stark example
was provided by a highly influential essay
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written by Robert Kaplan in 1994, in which
he evocatively depicted the future as ‘The
Coming Anarchy’. Kaplan’s essay painted a
bleak picture of poverty, underdevelopment,
and environmental degradation in the devel-
oping world. This toxic cocktail, he argued,
was likely to fuel the breakdown of already
weak states, particularly in Africa, with failed
states unable to provide for their popula-
tions’ basic needs becoming the norm. In Ka-
plan’s vision these societies were likely to
fracture into violence and crime, with a
widespread return to the law of the
jungle—the coming anarchy—to be expected.
One result, he suggested would be an age of
mass migrations, as poor, frightened,
hungry, desperate, and diseased populations
in the global south sought sanctuary in the
developed world.

This last point became the crux of how Ka-
plan’s essay was received in the West and
America in particular, where its influence
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was evident in its distribution to US em-
bassies around the world. Poverty, under-
development, conflict, and associated mass
migrations of diseased populations were ulti-
mately interpreted in terms of what threats
this posed to the developed world. What
needed protecting from this perspective was
the stability, security, and prosperity of the
global north faced with an incipient uncon-
ventional onslaught from the global south.

Variations on Kaplan’s image of the coming
anarchy have reappeared subsequently, per-
haps most notably in the label of ‘failed
states’ to describe countries seen to lack the
capacity to meet the basic criteria of sover-
eignty (e.g. stable government, control over
territory, providing for people’s basic needs)
and where such states are seen as breeding
grounds of various ills threatening global
stability. For critics the failed state label is
problematic as it sets up the European form
of statehood as the norm and depicts all who
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fail to meet this standard as inferior. Not
only does this share similarities with colonial
mindsets of superior and inferior peoples,
but states so identified are therefore more
easily justified as targets for intervention in
the name of promoting good governance. A
key point, however, is that whether we are
talking about a ‘coming anarchy’ or ‘failed
states’ a common contention is that the per-
ceived failures of governance across the de-
veloping world are primarily the result of in-
ternal problems and weaknesses within
those societies, with endemic corruption,
poor education, and an absence of entre-
preneurial values often identified as key
causes. This emphasis on internal causes, to
the exclusion of any consideration that im-
portant systemic factors might also be at
play, in turn exonerates the developed world
from direct responsibility for the causes of
human insecurity and state failure in the de-
veloping world. It also facilitates the
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inversion of human security from a concern
with the conditions of the world’s poorest
and most vulnerable to their identification as
central threats to the security and continued
prosperity of the developed world.

One of the consequences of this diagnosis,
where problems of underdevelopment and
poverty are seen as having spill-over effects
for the developed world, is that it has also
resulted in the merger of human security
concerns with more traditional security
agendas, most recently regarding the war on
terror and concerns about networks of radic-
alized Islamic extremists. The result is that
decisions about the provision of develop-
ment aid in many Western countries are in-
creasingly being subordinated to strategic
calculations about how aid might be best de-
ployed to fight terrorism. The underlying
premise is that if poverty foments resent-
ment and extremism, then development
provides one means of eradicating the
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breeding grounds of terrorism. Illustrative is
the 2010 UK Strategic Defence and Security
Review which stipulated that spending to
support fragile and conflict affected states
was to increase from about one-fifth to about
one-third of the total Overseas Development
Aid (ODA) budget by 2014–15.

Critics, however, highlight several problems
with this simple equation. First, the link
between poverty, extremism, and terrorism
is unclear, with many extremists, like the
9/11 bombers, having wealthy backgrounds.
Second, the tying of humanitarian activities
to Western strategic agendas has also resul-
ted in the politicization and militarization of
development strategies. Since 2001, for in-
stance, UK development aid has increasingly
been directed towards its strategic priorities
in Afghanistan and Iraq, while on the back of
the 2010 Strategic Defence and Security
Review the Department for International
Development (DFiD) announced that the
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ODA budget for Yemen, Somalia, and
Pakistan would increase by 80 per cent, 208
per cent, and 107 per cent respectively.
Meanwhile, other poor countries deemed
less important in security terms have lost
out—UK bilateral funding to Burundi, Cam-
bodia, and Liberia will be cut completely.
Moreover, such aid has increasingly been
spent disproportionately on activities like
police training and other governance pro-
jects, with comparatively less being spent on
more traditional development activities, like
addressing food, water, and housing needs.

One further result is that the neutrality tradi-
tionally accorded to humanitarian aid agen-
cies has also been undermined as they are in-
creasingly viewed as agents of Western gov-
ernments, a perception not least reinforced
when US Secretary of State Colin Powell de-
clared in October 2001 that humanitarian
aid agencies were ‘force multipliers’ and ‘an
important part of our combat team’. As such
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humanitarian workers have increasingly be-
come viewed as legitimate targets of attack,
while the aid projects they administer are
themselves turned into battle grounds, since
accepting aid has increasingly become inter-
preted as indicating where one’s loyalties lie.
In Afghanistan, for instance, schools and
health clinics established by aid agencies
have been targeted.

The problem with
development

Much of the above discussion suggests that
the solution to problems of human insecur-
ity—problems of poverty, ill health, lack of
education, violent conflict—stems from a
lack of development and the tendency of de-
veloped world states to prioritize their own
interests over those of global humanity.
From this perspective what are needed are
mechanisms to encourage states to prioritize
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collective over national interests, all com-
bined with additional and better targeted de-
velopment assistance. For more radical crit-
ics, however, this misses the point. For them
development—or dominant understandings
of it—is not the solution, but central to the
problem. As they note, expectations that
most of the MDGs will be missed, and
present day statistics documenting wide-
spread global poverty and ill health, all exist
despite decades of concerted development
activities. While one response is to suggest
that this only indicates more needs to be
done, another is to argue that contemporary
development practices and the broader neo-
liberal economic system within which they
are embedded are fundamentally flawed.

Since the early 1980s the global economy has
become increasingly dominated by neoliber-
al economic policies managed and promoted
at a global level by several key institutions
that are supported and largely directed by
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Western states. These include the World
Trade Organization (WTO), tasked with
managing the global trade regime, the World
Bank, tasked with reducing global poverty
and promoting development through the
provision of technical assistance and the fin-
ancing of investment projects, and the Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF), which, in re-
turn for restructuring their economy in line
with free market economic principles,
provides loans to countries in danger of de-
faulting on their debts. Collectively these in-
stitutions, and the free market economic
model they promote, are known as the
Washington Consensus. According to the
Washington Consensus development re-
quires economic growth which is best
achieved by producing goods for export on
the global market. Whereas historically
states have played important roles in regu-
lating markets and engaging in production
through nationalized industries, the
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Washington Consensus model advocates
privatization, liberalization, and deregula-
tion through the removal of tariff barriers
and any legislation protecting local indus-
tries from global competition. From this per-
spective the solution to poverty lies in facilit-
ating trade and the free flow of capital since
this will stimulate and reward entrepreneur-
ship and enhance overall wealth creation.

For its critics there are several problems with
this approach to development. The model,
for example, is premised on two key assump-
tions: first, that continued economic growth
in the form of enhanced production and con-
sumption across the world is possible;
second, that such growth will trickle down to
benefit all. The first assumption is problem-
atic as it is increasingly evident that in the
context of a dramatically growing world pop-
ulation the supply of resources that would
need to be exploited to meet global economic
growth needs is fast dwindling, and is
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arguably environmentally unsustainable.
However, the emphasis on economic growth
and enhanced levels of trade works for the
developed world as it reproduces a develop-
ment model with few costs for them. In con-
trast, an alternative way of generating the re-
sources needed to alleviate global poverty,
and one that would be both more environ-
mentally sustainable and liable to accord
better with principles of social justice, would
be to actively redistribute wealth from the
rich to the poor. Suggestions along these
lines are obviously much less palatable with-
in the developed world.

This, however, leads to problems with the
second assumption that the operation of the
market will sort out problems of global
poverty as capital seeks out new investment
opportunities. The idea is that the opening
up of new markets, the creation of local eco-
nomic entrepreneurs and investments from
multinational corporations, will generate
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wealth at a local level which will trickle down
to local populations through the provision of
new employment opportunities. For critics
this presents an overly benign picture of how
neoliberal free market economics works in
practice. The point is that wealth creation in
capitalist markets is rarely evenly spread and
often requires ruthlessly cutting jobs and
driving down wages. It is therefore notable
that since the rise to dominance of the Wash-
ington Consensus model of development
global economic inequalities have actually
widened significantly. For example, accord-
ing to the UNDP’s 2005 Human Develop-
ment Report, while the richest 20 per cent of
the world’s population hold three-quarters of
world income, the poorest 40 per cent (cor-
responding to those living on less than $2 a
day) hold only 5 per cent. Meanwhile, its
2011 report shows that such income disparit-
ies are increasing both within and between
countries. From a neoliberal perspective
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such inequalities would not matter if the
poorest also benefited to some degree. The
above figures, though, suggest any trickle-
down effect is marginal at best. Moreover,
there is also growing evidence that the likeli-
hood of violent conflict within societies in-
creases as income disparities widen, with
this indicating that neoliberal development
models might not simply be failing in easing
the plight of the global poor, but might actu-
ally be a broader cause of instability.

Part of the issue here is that ideological pre-
sumptions in favour of trade, free markets,
and privatization often seem to trump the
needs of those trapped by poverty. A good
example is provided by the WTO, which
through its TRIPS (Trade Related Aspects of
Intellectual Property) agreement has priorit-
ized the intellectual property rights and
profits of pharmaceutical companies over the
needs of the global poor, by restricting the
right of developing countries to develop
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cheaper generic versions of drugs that might
significantly benefit the health of millions.
The privatization agenda has had similar
consequences. For example, in its desire to
expand capitalist markets the World Bank
has actively promoted the privatization of
water utilities in many countries, one result
being the systematic denial of clean water to
many poor people unable to pay for the
newly created commodity.

Compounding these problems, however, is
the fact that the global development regime
is plagued by double standards. For example,
in return for providing loans the IMF and
World Bank require recipient states to re-
move barriers protecting local producers;
this then opens these markets up to global
competition from the developed world. In
agriculture, for example, this has resulted in
local producers being put out of business by
cheaper imports, with this making these
countries less self-sufficient and increasingly
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dependent upon global markets and fluctu-
ations in global food prices. Double stand-
ards are evident in that the reason why de-
veloped world producers can undercut local
producers is because they are themselves of-
ten recipients of significant subsidies, such
as through the EU’s Common Agricultural
Policy.

While the developing world has obvious ma-
terial needs, for more radical critics the evid-
ence suggests that the neoliberal emphasis
on privatization, free markets, and trade to
achieve them is not working. Indeed, it
rather seems to be reproducing neo-colonial
structures of exploitation. Beyond this,
though, from this perspective capitalist
market-oriented conceptions of wealth and
development premised on enhanced levels of
consumption and resource exploitation raise
further questions about whether it is possible
to conceive of development in more
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sustainable terms, a question which leads us
into Chapter 7.
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Chapter 7

Resources, climate
change, and
capitalism

One way of gaining an insight into debates
about International Security is to keep an eye
on key themes within popular culture. Over
the last 10–15 years imminent threats posed
by climate change have proved particularly
popular, as manifest in movies like The Day
After Tomorrow and WALL-E, but also in
documentary films like An Inconvenient
Truth. The message of these films is that
rising global temperatures present the global
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community with potentially apocalyptic
scenarios of environmental, social, and eco-
nomic breakdown and warn that if we fail to
act now the future looks grim indeed. Anoth-
er popular theme, however, is that of re-
newed geostrategic and ethnic conflicts
played out in the competition for resources.
Films like Blood Diamond and Syriana, for
example, tie the competition for resources
over things like water, oil, minerals, and land
to state national interests and the activities
of big business and depict a world where lim-
ited resources almost inevitably foster
conflict.

At one level these themes appear disconnec-
ted. The former concerns the overall rela-
tionship between humanity and the planet-
ary biosphere and raises questions about the
possibilities for preserving biodiversity and
even for maintaining the conditions neces-
sary for life itself. The second is mainly about
issues of distribution and access, of who gets
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what, when, and how or whether the distri-
bution of the earth’s resources should be dic-
tated purely by considerations of power, or
perhaps by the functioning of the market, or
even out of considerations of justice.
However, these issues also often feed off
each other. Deforestation and the burning of
fossil fuels, for example, contribute to cli-
mate change, while the effects of climate
change may put an extra stress on resources
or create new sites of potential conflict. The
melting of the Arctic ice cap, for example,
has raised questions about mineral mining
rights on the Arctic seabed and provoked
competing claims for sovereignty in the re-
gion (Figure 7). Meanwhile, rising sea levels
pose existential threats for low lying island
states in the Pacific and Indian Oceans, some
of which may disappear completely.

In different ways, therefore, the environment
presents us with a range of security chal-
lenges that are often grouped together under
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the catch-all term ‘environmental security’.
It is, however, important to understand that
in debates about environmental security
people often refer to and prioritize different
things. For example, from a traditional per-
spective environmental security is generally
translated into a concern with what environ-
mental issues mean for state security. From
a human security perspective the concern
shifts to how problems of environmental de-
gradation and resource depletion impact on
people’s lives. Meanwhile, ecologists priorit-
ize the environment itself, emphasizing the
damaging effects of human activities on
global and local ecosystems. The perspective
we adopt matters since it shapes the nature
of the security challenges that are perceived,
the sorts of options that might be available to
us, as well as framing the likelihood of their
success (and even of what constitutes success
on environmental issues in the first place).
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7. A Russian submarine plants a flag
under the Arctic

Resource wars and the
problem of scarcity

From a traditional perspective environment-
al security is often reduced to an emphasis



on securing access to resources and on how
environmental changes and stresses may
pose threats to national security. The issue is
most dramatically framed by considering
how increasing scarcity may provoke future
conflicts as states feel compelled to fight to
secure access to their share of the global re-
source pie.

Increasing scarcity is being driven by three
key dynamics. First, as the world’s popula-
tion increases greater demands are being
made on the Earth’s resources. In 2012 the
world’s population reached seven billion,
with the UN estimating it will top nine bil-
lion by 2050. Such an increase poses obvious
problems concerning how to meet people’s
basic needs, let alone provide them with a
reasonable level of welfare. The second cause
of scarcity compounds this problem and con-
cerns increasing levels of global economic
output, projected by some to quadruple over
the next fifty years. Thus, while economic
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growth and the emergence of consumer cul-
tures in the world’s most populated coun-
tries, India and China, may lift people out of
poverty it also creates additional demands
on planetary resources. This feeds into the
third issue of environmental degradation,
which is that to feed this increasing popula-
tion and provide for the economic growth
needed to stave off poverty, the expropri-
ation of land for human activities (agricul-
ture, housing, industry) is increasing. For ex-
ample, in 2010 the UN Food and Agriculture
Organization estimated that between 2000
and 2010 13 million hectares of forest were
lost, most converted for agricultural use,
with an area the size of Costa Rica disappear-
ing every year. Deforestation not only im-
pacts on biodiversity, but combined with sys-
tematic overexploitation it enhances rates of
land degradation, which makes feeding the
global population harder. For example, in
Haiti, as a result of rapid population growth,
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unsound agricultural practices, and the
chopping of wood for fuel, the area of fores-
ted land has decreased from about 60 per
cent in the 1920s to about 2 per cent today.
In consequence, no longer protected from
heavy rains, soil erosion has undermined ag-
ricultural productivity, with the country
prone to food shortages and increasingly vul-
nerable to extreme weather events (Figure
8).

Underlying such concerns about scarcity are
predictions most famously articulated by the
political economist Thomas Malthus. In an
influential essay published in 1789 Malthus
argued that population growth always out-
strips increases in food supply. At critical
junctures, and to restore the necessary equi-
librium between supply and demand, the
global population is culled by epidemics,
famines, and wars. Understood this way,
questions of scarcity can easily foster Dar-
winian mindsets emphasizing the survival of
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the fittest, and which in International Rela-
tions has resulted in widespread predictions
that resource scarcities will result in
conflicts.

Such conflicts, however, may take different
forms. Most evocative is the idea of inter-
state ‘resource wars’, the idea being that
powerful states will use their military might
to defend or enhance their slice of the global
resource pie. One example of such logic at
play was President Jimmy Carter’s assertion
in 1980 that the USA was prepared to use
military force to prevent an outside power
gaining control of the Persian Gulf region,
owing to the vital importance of the region’s
oil reserves in meeting US energy needs (see
Box 3). For its critics American policy to-
wards the Middle East ever since, and even
in the context of the post-2001 War on Ter-
ror, only makes sense if seen within this stra-
tegic context.
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8. The stark contrast of Haiti’s land-
scape (left) on the Haiti/Dominican
Republic border

However, with the economic rise of China
great power competition over resources is
also increasingly evident in Africa, as China
seeks to safeguard its continued economic
growth by acquiring mining and extraction
rights. In contrast to the West, which when



seeking such deals typically imposes free
trade agreements and requirements de-
signed to protect human rights and intellec-
tual property, and which are often viewed as
having neo-colonial overtones, China im-
poses few demands on its African partners,
instead offering to build extensive infrastruc-
ture projects in return for mining conces-
sions. While a direct conflict between China
and the USA/West in Africa is unlikely, pos-
sibilities for proxy wars as each side seeks to
further their influence are not unthinkable.

Box 3 Energy Security

Debates about resource scarcity invariably
raise questions about the need to secure
sufficient and affordable energy supplies
upon which modern industrial economies
depend. In this respect, international
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security agendas have become preoccupied
with two central issues related to produc-
tion and supply.

Regarding production the concern is that
with an increasing global population and
the industrialization of China and India,
demand for fossil fuels (and in particular
oil) might ultimately outstrip supply.
While oil consumption is widely projected
to rise steadily from around 89 mbd (mil-
lion barrels per day) as of 2011 to over 110
mbd by the 2030s, analysts disagree as to
whether oil production levels have actually
peaked, are about to peak, or simply are
unlikely to keep up. Such disagreements
reflect difficulties in measuring available
supplies, disagreements as to the in-
dustry’s ability to exploit new finds, many
of which are located in extreme
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environments, and disagreements about
projected likely future finds.

For energy importing states ensuring the
security of supply routes presents a differ-
ent set of problems, which have gained
prominence in the context of the actions of
Somali pirates targeting oil tankers and
the fact that supply routes present easy
targets for terrorist groups. Indeed, for the
West, the fact that the Middle East re-
mains a key source of its petroleum sup-
plies is of particular concern, as oil install-
ations and supply routes have become
highly symbolic targets for opponents of
the West’s influence in the region—not
least resentful of the West’s support for
authoritarian regimes in the name of en-
ergy security. In Saudi Arabia, for ex-
ample, this has seen attacks launched
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against Western oil workers and oil pro-
cessing plants.

Supply-side vulnerabilities, however, can
also result from producer countries using
their energy exports as a tool for political
and economic influence. For instance, ever
since its formation in the 1960s the Organ-
ization of the Petroleum Exporting Coun-
tries (OPEC), whose twelve member states
collectively hold around 80 per cent of all
proven oil reserves, has been accused of
restricting supplies to manipulate prices.
Similarly, throughout the early 2000s
Russia was also accused of using energy as
a diplomatic weapon in its relations with
several post-Soviet states, first by raising
prices and later by temporarily suspending
supplies in response to unpaid debts.
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Various options are available to tackle en-
ergy vulnerabilities. Enhancing self-suffi-
ciency is one approach but can be contro-
versial, especially when it results in the ex-
ploitation of fossil fuel deposits whose ex-
traction releases high levels of carbon di-
oxide into the atmosphere or destroys
pristine natural environments—Canada’s
exploitation of its massive tar sands de-
posits being a case in point. Similarly, geo-
political disputes are also emerging as
states make contending claims to sover-
eignty over seabed resources. While the
Arctic provides one example, Argentina’s
dispute with the UK over the sovereignty
of the Falkland Islands/Malvinas is also
increasingly being played out in a context
of oil explorations of the deep ocean
seabed. Self-sufficiency, however, can also
be sought through developing renewable
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sources of energy, while some problems
can be moderated by avoiding over-reli-
ance on single suppliers and diversifying
the sorts of energy imported.

However, while inter-state conflicts may be
possible, it is often suggested that resource
scarcities are actually more likely to provoke
a range of transnational and internal battles.
At the transnational level this can be seen in
how environmental degradation and poverty
are undermining people’s livelihoods and be-
coming significant push factors for large-
scale population movements. For example,
the desertification of marginal lands border-
ing the Sahara Desert has contributed to mi-
gration from Africa to Europe, which in
many European countries is perceived as so-
cially, economically, and politically destabil-
izing (see Chapter 8). However, resource
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scarcities may also spark internal conflicts
stoked by the inequitable distribution of re-
sources within particular societies. The point
is that resource scarcity affects people in dif-
ferent ways. For some scarcity can even be
an opportunity. For example, food shortages
in parts of Africa have enabled wholesalers
to profiteer by withholding food deliveries
until prices rise. And what goes for food goes
for other commodities. While the wealthy
may be able to afford such increases the ef-
fects on the poor can be devastating and a
considerable cause of resentment and
conflict.

The curse of resource
abundance

However, while some people worry about
scarcity others suggest that resource abund-
ance can be equally problematic. The argu-
ment is that in conditions of scarcity people
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often need to pull together and may be too
busy trying to survive to engage in political
activism. In contrast, conditions of abund-
ance can foster complacency and greed, un-
dermine the collective spirit, and may
provide incentives for those disaffected to
take action to secure their share.

The exploitation of Nigeria’s oil deposits in
the Niger Delta provides a good example of
this ‘resource curse’ in operation. Nigeria’s
oil reserves are extensive and since the dis-
covery of commercially viable deposits at the
end of the 1950s have provided the govern-
ment with hundreds of billions of dollars in
revenue. Despite this Nigeria remains
plagued by poverty. In the Delta local unem-
ployment is rampant, fisheries and agricul-
tural land are polluted from widespread and
frequent oil spills, while little has been inves-
ted in education, welfare, or economic diver-
sification. For critics, being recipient to tens
of billions of dollars in oil revenues a year
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has meant the government and the political
and military elite have lost connection with
the broader population and feel little need to
devote resources to development. In short,
oil money has created a democratic deficit in
which the ruling regime is able to use pat-
ronage and corruption to buy off its
opponents.

While the oil companies and government
make large profits from the Delta’s oil re-
serves the various local ethnic groups have
received limited compensation and feel ex-
ploited. The result has been the emergence
of rebel groups who attack the assets of the
state and oil companies, kidnap workers, and
illegally siphon off oil from pipelines to the
scale of hundreds of thousands of barrels a
year. The government response has typically
entailed military crackdowns, often includ-
ing human rights abuses, arbitrary killings
and arrests, and collective punishment, such
as by destroying villages. In 2009 an
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amnesty was agreed by rebel groups and the
level of violence in the region declined.
However, in the absence of significant
change in respect of the distribution of the
region’s oil wealth the peace is precarious
and kidnappings and attacks on pipelines
still continue.

Cooperation or conflict?

Whether we are talking scarcity or abund-
ance the idea that access to resources can
lead to conflict has grabbed the imagination
of strategists and politicians alike, with one
result being a proliferation of books, articles,
and reports warning of the dangers and the
likely flashpoints. Critics, however, argue
that claims about impending resource wars
and the proliferation of metaphors describ-
ing how states are ‘racing’, ‘grabbing’, and
‘scrambling’ to secure access to the dwind-
ling supply of what is left are often
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problematic and potentially limiting in terms
of the solutions to problems of resource
scarcity that are identified.

The central criticism is that proclamations
about resource conflicts are overly determin-
istic and potentially self-fulfilling. The as-
sumption is that scarcity itself entails an in-
evitable logic that brings out the selfish and
competitive instinct in people and states, and
is one that ultimately rests on realist as-
sumptions about the imperatives of interna-
tional anarchy and the problems of inter-
pretation inherent in the security dilemma.
For critics such a view is problematic be-
cause it is fundamentally depoliticizing. This
is to say that if there is a conflict over re-
sources—whether in respect of their scarcity
or abundance—then this is ultimately the
result of failures to reach a compromise or
cooperative settlement over how best to use
those resources. As highlighted by Jon
Barnett:
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Politicians and military leaders might
wish to present war in Darwinian or
Malthusian terms as a fight over subsist-
ence needs, but this ‘state of nature’
rhetoric is a pragmatic device that
denies responsibility for peaceful action,
and justifies violence in lieu of meaning-
ful dialogue.

Beyond this, though, it is also important to
recognize that tensions over the use and dis-
tribution of particular resources are also usu-
ally embedded within a broader set of polit-
ical, economic, cultural, religious, or social
disputes, further feeding into such disagree-
ments and rarely their underlying cause.

A good example of these points is provided
by the issue of water scarcity in the Middle
East, one of the most popular examples in
the resource wars literature. Evidence to
support claims about resource wars in this
context is frequently drawn from a number
of key proclamations. These include the
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claim made by Ariel Sharon in his autobio-
graphy that the Six Day War of 1967 fought
between Israel and Egypt, Jordan, and Syria
actually started two years earlier, with the
first act of war being Syria’s decision to di-
vert the flow of two tributaries of the Jordan
River, to the detriment of Israel. For Israel,
Sharon argued, the water diversion was a
matter of national survival that justified mil-
itary strikes to prevent it. In a similar vein,
the Egyptian President Anwar Sadat stated
in 1979, after signing a peace accord with Is-
rael, that ‘The only matter that could take
Egypt to war again is water’. Finally, it is also
worth noting that for Palestinians in the
West Bank Israel’s ‘security fence’ is not just
about grabbing Palestinian territory, but
about securing water supplies, while it is also
clear that retaining access to its water re-
serves is also one reason why Israel is reluct-
ant to return to Syria the Golan Heights,
which it annexed in the 1967 war.
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While in these statements and examples
some people see support for the scarcity-
conflict thesis, for critics the key point is that
while water shortages raise important ques-
tions, they are not the key source of tensions
in the region, which are rather related to
broader issues of Israel’s relations with its
neighbours and with the Palestinians.
Indeed, contrary to the claim, it is actually
more often the case that states reach agree-
ments over the use and sharing of key re-
sources. Moreover, critics argue that the em-
phasis on securing as much of the resource
pie as possible that often flows from debates
about resource scarcity can also divert atten-
tion away from a range of other possible
solutions to problems of scarcity. In arid re-
gions, for example, it is not always the supply
of water that is the problem, as opposed to
its management. For example, water supply
can be expanded through better irrigation,
storage, transportation, and recycling
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schemes and through avoiding the cultiva-
tion of water intensive crops and water in-
tensive industries (e.g. steel production), in-
stead purchasing such products from
elsewhere.

It’s the economy, stupid!

From an ecological perspective, of course,
debates about resource conflicts are missing
the point while the world burns. Thus, the is-
sue is not only one of resource distribution,
but of how resource exploitation is contribut-
ing to global warming and threatening to
produce fundamental change in the planet-
ary biosphere. Seen from this standpoint de-
bates about environmental security should
be refocused away from trying to secure the
state from environmental ‘threats’, towards
protecting the global ecosystem from the ef-
fects of human activity. Implied, therefore, is
a problematization of global capitalism and
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the consumer culture it feeds, which from an
ecological perspective appears increasingly
unsustainable.

In the early 1990s the prospects for tackling
problems of climate change seemed relat-
ively good. At the 1992 Rio ‘Earth Summit’
(formally called the United Nations Confer-
ence on Environment and Development) 172
governments met to discuss the state of the
global environment. Although many of the
resulting commitments and agreements were
non-binding the importance attached to the
meeting was reflected in that over 100 heads
of state attended. Later, Rio also provided
the background for the 1997 Kyoto Protocol,
which established formal targets for indus-
trialized countries for the reduction of green-
house gas emissions. For some, however, the
Kyoto Protocol has proven disappointing.
Not only have most industrialized nations
failed to meet their targets, but the United
States, then the world’s largest emitter of

222/348



greenhouse gases, never signed up. Indeed,
Canada’s withdrawal from the Protocol in
2011 seemed to indicate that the internation-
al community’s central agreement on tack-
ling climate change was unravelling. The dif-
ficulties in apportioning responsibility and
reaching agreements on targets has at times
seemed intractable and resulted in sub-
sequent international conferences that are
often strong on rhetoric but produce few
concrete results. For many the limited pro-
gress was crystallized at the Rio + 20 Earth
Summit of 2012, which produced another set
of non-binding recommendations, was short
on detail, and this time was attended by only
a few state leaders, with those from key in-
dustrialized nations (e.g. Germany, UK,
USA) notably absent; all this despite the fact
that since 1992 global emissions have risen
by 48 per cent. As noted by one Nicaraguan
conference delegate, the final document
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‘contributes almost nothing to our struggle
to survive as a species’.

Given the potentially devastating effects of
global warming for the planet, for states, and
for the lives of individuals it is important to
consider why collective action in preventing
it appears to be so difficult. One explanation
is that the state system is to blame as a result
of its tendency to foster a competitive logic.
A good example is the horse-trading that
goes on over emissions cuts. The EU, for ex-
ample, has previously stated that it would be
prepared to reduce its emissions by 30 per
cent, but only if everyone else agrees to do
likewise. The EU is therefore worried about
others gaining benefits by free-riding on its
actions, which in view of the environmental
catastrophe that may await can seem to some
a churlish consideration. The flip side,
however, is that such a bargaining strategy
also reflects a growing belief (some would
say hope) within the industrialized world
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that ultimately they can afford the costs of
adapting to climate change and can therefore
afford to adopt tougher tactics in negoti-
ations on potentially preventing or reversing
it.

Another argument is that the increasing
tendency to discuss climate change through
the language of security is itself problematic.
While presenting it as a security issue has
certainly been effective in generating atten-
tion the concern is that it has also resulted in
the emergence of ‘us versus them’ mindsets
and a slippage towards emphasizing narrow-
er national security concerns, with key envir-
onmental threats often depicted as lying bey-
ond the state. This can be seen, for example,
in often expressed developed world concerns
at the environmental threat posed by the in-
dustrialization of China and India. In this
way, consumerist desires in the developing
world are presented as a fundamental global
security concern, while the consumption and
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pollution patterns of the developed world are
ignored. This is problematic since according
to UNDP estimates the average person in the
developed world still consumes the resources
and produces the pollution of 30–50 people
in the developing world.

What critics suggest, therefore, is that what
all this ultimately highlights is how debates
about environmental security and global cli-
mate change have actually been hijacked by
an alternative security agenda designed to
preserve the sanctity of the very consumerist
global economic system that is largely re-
sponsible for the environmental degradation
and emissions driving climate change in the
first place. This view, for example, was made
clear even in the context of the first Earth
Summit in 1992 at which US President Ge-
orge H. W. Bush declared that ‘the American
way of life is not up for negotiation’. Pre-
serving this way of life and its emphasis on
constant consumption is, of course, also
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what drives much of the quest for resource
security. Meanwhile, even though the out-
come document of the Rio + 20 Earth Sum-
mit acknowledged that ‘fundamental
changes in the way societies consume and
produce are indispensable for achieving
global sustainable development’, quite what
this might mean was not spelt out. It is also
contradicted by the emphasis on stimulating
more production and consumption advoc-
ated by those very same developed world
politicians who absented themselves from at-
tending, but who are now looking to drag
their countries out of the grip of the 2008
economic crisis. The consequences of this
view, however, are stark especially if seen in
the context of an increasing global popula-
tion and what this might mean for the nature
of relations between the haves and have-nots
in the system. In a world of finite resources
and global warming the contention of critics
is that the preservation of consumerist
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lifestyles in the developed world will ulti-
mately depend on the active denial of those
lifestyles to the majority of the rest of
humanity.
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Chapter 8

Saviours or
sinners?

A nation that cannot control its borders
is not a nation.

(Ronald Reagan)

Territorial borders are inextricably connec-
ted with questions of security. Traditionally
understood it is at the territorial border that
the state’s jurisdiction reaches its limit, and
the safe and ordered world of the domestic
sphere confronts the less certain internation-
al realm. As indicated by former US Presid-
ent Ronald Reagan, this makes borders
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important, since states unable to control
their borders will be at greater risk from
transnational threats that may also make it
harder to maintain control domestically.
Indeed, states unable to control their borders
are often deemed at risk of ‘failing’ entirely.
The permeable border zone between
Pakistan and Afghanistan is a case in point,
and where the inability of both states to con-
trol the movement of people and goods
across the border has not only provided the
Taleban insurgency within Afghanistan with
supply routes, but has also destabilized
Pakistan’s border regions. Indeed, with
Islamabad deemed largely unable to control
activities along the border, America and
NATO have further emphasized the limited
authority of Pakistan’s government by them-
selves launching incursions into Pakistan in
pursuit of Taleban militants. While such mis-
sions generate much anger in Pakistan, they
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are also symbolic of the weak nature of
Pakistan’s sovereignty.

However, if border control is central to state
sovereignty and security then America itself
can also appear vulnerable. For example,
every year an estimated 500,000 people at-
tempt unauthorized crossings of the 2,000
mile long USA–Mexico border. While many
are caught and deported, in 2012 the Pew
Hispanic Center estimated that since 1970
around six million undocumented Mexicans
had successfully made the trip, with the total
number of undocumented (illegal) immig-
rants living in the USA estimated at around
11.2 million. The national security implica-
tions of such movements were brought home
in the wake of the attacks on 11 September
2001, when it emerged that the perpetrators
were all either temporary or unauthorized
immigrants. One result was a renewed focus
on the security implications of immigration
led by the newly created Department for
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Homeland Security, a key role of which has
become tightening border controls and
identifying threatening individuals, and
which in the context of the USA–Mexico bor-
der has included the building of a 700-mile
fence to try and prevent unauthorized
entries.

The challenge of controlling the movement
of people and goods across borders is for-
midable, with numbers of migrants increas-
ing every year. For example, according to the
UN’s Department of Economic and Social Af-
fairs, in 2010 the total number of interna-
tional immigrants stood at approximately
214 million, up from 155 million in 1990. As
noted by the International Organization of
Migration (IOM) this means that 1 in every
33 persons is a migrant, although the distri-
bution of migrants around the world is very
uneven. The most popular destinations in-
clude the USA, Russia, Germany, Saudi Ara-
bia, Canada, and the UK. However, as a
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percentage of overall population the country
with the highest number of migrants is Qatar
(86.5 per cent), while at the other end of the
scale are countries like Indonesia (0.1 per
cent), Romania (0.6 per cent), and Nigeria
(0.7 per cent).

The increase in migration has been driven by
several factors. First, the world’s growing
population has an obvious impact on the
number of people able to move. Second, the
end of the Cold War and the break-up of the
Soviet Union facilitated migration across the
former East–West divide which had previ-
ously been heavily restricted. Third, global
economic disparities and problems of devel-
opment, highlighted in Chapters 6 and 7,
have in turn become a considerable push
factor for migrants, many of whom are will-
ing to take significant risks in the hope of
bettering their lives. For example, from 1996
to 2006 an estimated 4,000 people died try-
ing to gain unauthorized entry to the USA.
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Every year, meanwhile, hundreds of Africans
die trying to get to Europe, either by crossing
the Mediterranean or by crossing from West
Africa to Spain’s Canary Islands. Fourth,
globalization and enhanced transportation
links are also making it easier for people to
move around the globe. However, while
globalization and enhanced communications
have raised people’s aspirations, encouraged
new trade links, and facilitated the emer-
gence of a highly mobile global business
elite, they have also provided an infrastruc-
ture readily exploited by transnational crim-
inal organizations. While such organizations
partake in smuggling narcotics and weapons,
there has also been a significant increase in
people trafficking. While many of those traf-
ficked willingly pay traffickers for their ser-
vices, the slave trade in trafficking, with wo-
men and girls forced into prostitution, for
example, is significant. UNICEF, for in-
stance, estimates that up to 120,000 women
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and children are illegally trafficked into the
EU each year. Finally, population move-
ments are also sparked by the outbreak of
conflicts and political persecution. For ex-
ample, the UN High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR) estimated that in 2010
there were 15.4 million refugees and a fur-
ther 27.5 million internally displaced
persons.

The politics of classification

The different causes of migration and the
statistics just noted also indicate that migra-
tion is a complex phenomenon drawing in
people for many different reasons and rais-
ing a complex web of security questions, not
only for states trying to control the move-
ment of people across their borders, but also
for those individuals moving. One result of
attempts to understand the dynamics driving
international migration patterns, however,
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has been the proliferation of labels designed
to differentiate between different categories
of migrants. Such categories include asylum
seekers/refugees, economic, voluntary,
forced, family based, legal, illegal, transitory,
or temporary, with such labels indicating
that people might be migrating to escape
political oppression, war, natural disasters,
or to make a better life, be near family, or to
engage in temporary employment.

However, while such labels have their uses it
is important to understand that they are not
neutral but are acts of political will and im-
position. For example, the distinction
between a ‘legal’ and ‘illegal’ economic mi-
grant is usually related to the types of worker
a particular state is seeking at the time. Like
many industrialized countries, for example,
the UK’s immigration policy is currently tar-
geted at attracting highly skilled migrants to
its shores. Economic migrants arriving from
beyond the EU need to meet a stringent set
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of criteria in regard to skills, education, and
income to qualify and be granted legal status.
Those falling short are either refused entry
or exist as illegal immigrants lacking political
and economic rights and often operating as
part of a broader shadow economy. This situ-
ation, however, is in marked contrast to the
1950s and 1960s when the UK trawled the
former colonies primarily looking to attract
manual labour.

The process of categorization, therefore, is
one ultimately undertaken by the receiving
state. For example, while migrants moving
because of poverty and unemployment are
often categorized as ‘voluntary economic mi-
grants’, from the perspective of those seeking
to escape dire circumstances the voluntary
nature, as opposed to forced imperative, of
their decision might be less clear. The same
point can be made in respect of migrants
fleeing war or political persecution. Under
the 1948 UN Declaration of Human Rights
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and the 1951 Refugee Convention people not
only have the right to seek asylum from per-
secution, but states are obliged to provide
protection to anyone seeking it. However, it
is up to the state in question to determine
whether they think claims for asylum are le-
gitimate or not. If such claims are deemed
‘bogus’ the migrant faces the prospect of de-
portation back to their country of origin. The
implications of this, and the politics underly-
ing such actions, should not be underplayed
since a failed claim to asylum does not mean
a person is not in real threat of harm. For ex-
ample, feminists argue that asylum rules are
often inherently discriminating against wo-
men, as in many countries gender specific
threats (such as of genital mutilation) are not
recognized as forms of persecution. Under
President George Bush, for instance, asylum
protections granted to women facing physic-
al or sexual abuse as a result of the culturally
inscribed practices of the society in which
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they live, and which had been previously
granted under President Bill Clinton, were
revoked. These were restored in 2009 by the
Obama administration. Similarly, while dur-
ing the Cold War the USA was willing to
grant asylum to political dissidents fleeing
communist regimes, with such dissidents
welcomed as a further indictment of the
Soviet system, migrants seeking asylum on
such grounds today are much less likely to be
successful.

Migration and security

The actual security implications of migra-
tion, however, are mixed and are often polit-
ically polarizing, while how the issue is
viewed depends both on context and where
we place the focus of security concern. For
example, migration is often viewed as benefi-
cial and even as a potential solution to vari-
ous security problems. For individuals the
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security benefits lie in escaping political per-
secution, war, or famine, or in improving
one’s economic position. States of origin,
though, may also see benefits in sending
their sons and daughters abroad. The Mexic-
an government, for example, has been gener-
ally encouraging of mass migration to the
USA, whether legal or illegal. On the one
hand, migration has been seen as a safety
valve, easing the country’s internal economic
pressures by keeping unemployment down
and reducing the welfare burden. On the oth-
er hand, emigrants contribute to the national
wealth by sending monetary remittances
back to their families. Indeed, according to
the World Bank’s Migration and Remit-
tances Factbook 2011, officially recorded
global remittances totalled $440 billion in
2010, with Mexico receiving $22.6 billion.
The importance of such remittances is illus-
trated by Tajikistan, whose received remit-
tances in 2009 amounted to 35.1 per cent of
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its total GDP. On a darker note, however,
states of origin may also see emigration as a
way to rid the country of population groups
deemed undesirable. Thus, in the run-up to
their membership of the EU in 2004 various
Eastern European officials suggested that, as
a result of the EU’s emphasis on free move-
ment, membership presented the opportun-
ity of reducing the size of their Roma
minorities.

Finally, states of destination are also often
encouraging of immigration, in particular as
a solution to problems of economic stagna-
tion through attracting skilled workers and
entrepreneurs. Indeed, attracting such work-
ers is increasingly viewed as central to main-
taining global international competitiveness.
However, skilled migrants may also be
wanted to fill shortages in key sectors. In the
UK, for instance, the National Health Service
is heavily dependent on the recruitment of
foreign doctors and nurses. Similarly,
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employers are also often encouraging of
higher levels of migration, in part because it
increases competition for jobs, which in turn
tends to keep salary costs down. And not
least, within the industrialized world immig-
ration is also seen as one way of tackling the
issue of ageing populations and the problem
of how to pay for associated increasing pen-
sion and welfare costs.

Alongside these positives, however, migra-
tion can also pose a number of security di-
lemmas. As already noted in respect of the
9/11 bombers, in some cases migrants may
constitute a direct threat to the receiving
state. In respect of asylum seekers and
refugees, however, the issues raised are likely
to be of a more political nature. First, grant-
ing asylum has the potential to damage rela-
tions with the state of origin as a con-
sequence of the implicit criticism of that
state’s practices entailed in the decision. The
souring of UK–Ecuador relations following
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Ecuador’s granting of asylum to Julian As-
sange, the founder of Wikileaks, in 2012 is
one example. Second, though, migrant com-
munities, and in particular asylum seekers
and refugees who have fled political persecu-
tion, may also be hostile to ruling regimes in
their home state and seek to mobilize against
it. For example, the mobilization of the Sikh
population in the UK in the 1980s–1990s in
support of an independent Sikh homeland in
the Punjab soured UK–India relations for a
time. Likewise, the presence of an estimated
4–5 million Palestinian refugees in Lebanon,
Syria, and Jordan, many descendants of an
original 700,000 who were forced out of
their homes in present day Israel during the
1948 Arab–Israeli conflict, has not only been
an enduring thorn in their relations with Is-
rael, but at times has also been destabilizing
domestically. Finally, it is also worth noting
the influence which Iraqi exiles are believed
to have had on US policy towards Iraq in the
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run-up and immediate aftermath of the 2003
Iraq War, not least through their provision of
false intelligence and information.

Economically migration can raise a different
set of security challenges. For example, while
receiving states may see immigration as an
opportunity to solve problems of skills short-
ages, for states of origin, particularly in the
developing world, the result can be the loss
of much needed expertise and talent. Not-
ably, the World Bank lists ten countries
which in 2000 lost over 70 per cent of their
tertiary educated population to emigration,
with Guyana topping the list with a stagger-
ing 89 per cent. This can have very particular
effects. For example, while the UK relies
heavily on importing doctors and nurses,
many trained in the developing world, those
countries in turn necessarily lose this expert-
ise—often despite having paid the costs of
training. The attrition rate for physicians
trained in South Africa is estimated at
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around 30 per cent. Such figures raise obvi-
ous questions as to the seriousness with
which developed world governments take
their commitments, expressed through the
Millennium Development Goals, to eradicate
global poverty and improve global health.
Finally, claims about the economic benefits
to host societies of high levels of immigration
are also often criticized. While a larger,
cheaper, and more competitive workforce
might suit business it is less clear that this is
also in the best interests of workers. Setting
aside populist rhetoric of ‘foreigners stealing
our jobs’, the argument is that high levels of
immigration can undermine the ability of
workers’ unions to press for better pay and
conditions.
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Immigration, integration,
and identity

Most contentious in debates about migra-
tion, however, is the extent to which large in-
fluxes of people can raise difficult questions
about the integration of new arrivals into the
broader society. Negative reaction towards
immigrants is common across societies and
is often expressed through connecting im-
migrants with crime, the spread of infectious
diseases, and, especially since 9/11, with ter-
rorism. In Europe high levels of immigration
have even been depicted as a threat to the
welfare state. Aside from contestable con-
cerns that foreigners are a drain on the pub-
lic purse, a key argument is that to function
effectively the welfare state requires that
people in society feel a strong sense of solid-
arity and empathy with each other. It is ar-
gued that such characteristics are more likely
in relatively homogeneous societies with a

246/348



shared history, common values, and cultural
tradition. In contrast, diversification is likely
to erode the collective sense of solidarity and
empathy, with citizens becoming more
selfish and less willing to contribute to ex-
tensive social welfare provision.

In reality the evidence for such claims is
mixed. Underlying them, however, are often
deeper fears that immigration poses a threat
to established understandings of national
identity. In America, for example, such fears
were provocatively articulated by the politic-
al scientist Samuel Huntington, best known
for his argument about the ‘clash of civiliza-
tions’. In his 2004 book Who Are We?,
Huntington argued that high levels of His-
panic immigration were fundamentally
threatening America’s heritage as an Anglo-
Protestant nation. In short, he warned that
unless something is done quickly the Amer-
ica of the Founding Fathers will cease to ex-
ist. In Europe similar fears have become
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manifest in the widespread rise of right wing
populist parties, prone to inflammatory and
often openly racist rhetoric, and often run-
ning on a ticket to cut immigration and em-
phasize core national values. Whatever one’s
specific view on such developments large in-
flows of immigrants can certainly end up
challenging established understandings of
national identity and may result in a variety
of responses.

Throughout the 1990s the response of many
Western societies was to embrace the cultur-
al differences brought by immigrants and to
renegotiate national identity along multicul-
tural lines. Indeed, the ability to embrace
cultural difference became, for some, the
central mark of a truly liberal society. The al-
ternative argument, which has gained more
prominence since 9/11 and the identification
of various ‘home grown’ terrorists in Europe
and America, is that multiculturalism has ac-
tually resulted in fractured societies, with
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different immigrant communities existing in
enclaves and often rarely interacting with
mainstream society. In the opinion of British
Prime Minister David Cameron, for example,
far from cementing liberal values the experi-
ment with multiculturalism has undermined
them. Thus, he complains that in the name
of multiculturalism ‘We’ve even tolerated
these segregated communities behaving in
ways that run completely counter to our val-
ues’. This is important, he argues, because
such segregated communities in turn lack a
sense of connection or loyalty to the broader
society, with this providing fertile ground for
the radicalization of immigrant communit-
ies. The solution, from this perspective, is a
more ‘muscular liberalism’ confident in tak-
ing a stand on what constitutes the nation’s
core values, and which expects immigrants
to actively assimilate into the mainstream
national culture.
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Of course, the notion of core national values
that underpins many arguments along these
lines, and what assimilation might mean in
practice, belies a tendency towards essential-
ist thinking about identity—i.e. that it is pos-
sible to articulate clearly and unproblematic-
ally what comprises national identity, and
what does not. Throughout many Western
countries this has resulted in ongoing de-
bates about the compatibility of Islamic val-
ues with Western values. The perceived
threat of Islam to Western identity, for ex-
ample, has been clearly evident in debates in
many Western societies about the wearing of
headscarves and in the introduction of im-
migration restrictions clearly targeted at
Muslims in many states. It has also been
evident in (unsuccessful) attempts by the
Vatican and the German Christian Demo-
cratic Party to get a reference to Europe’s
Christian heritage included in the EU’s con-
stitution, efforts in part driven by a desire to
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derail the perceived ‘Islamic threat’ repres-
ented by Turkey’s ongoing goal of EU mem-
bership. Such anti-Muslim sentiment can ob-
viously leave Europe’s 39 million Muslims
feeling uncomfortable. Despite being citizens
the rhetoric around Islam in many Western
societies implicitly puts their loyalty and be-
longingness in question and can be a signi-
ficant cause of personal insecurity.

Securing the border

The central response to perceived problems
of migration has been the enhancement of
established forms of border control, such as
through the introduction of more stringent
passport checks and visa regimes intended to
discriminate more effectively between de-
sired and undesired migrants. This has in-
cluded the development of new border tech-
nologies, such as iris scanning equipment,
and information gathering processes
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designed to pre-emptively assess the de-
sirability of particular migrants before they
even undertake the journey in question. Not
least, it has also resulted in the construction
of holding centres within which to house
refugees and asylum seekers while their ap-
plications are processed. Such facilities are
often little different from prisons and are fre-
quently condemned by human rights groups
for their conditions and the implicit crimin-
alization of the people kept locked up inside.
Indeed, in some cases such detention camps
are being established outside the state in
question. For example, in 2012 the Australi-
an government announced its intention to
resume its practice of deporting migrants
seeking refugee status to detention centres in
Nauru. The aim of such policies is to prevent
undesired migrants reaching one’s shores,
although offshore detention centres are not
the only mechanism for doing this. Other ap-
proaches include providing aid to states of
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origin to discourage people from migrating
in the first place, or to third party states to
encourage them to take the migrants instead.
More draconian is to threaten punitive ac-
tion against states if they fail to control emig-
ration from their territories, as India has
done previously by threatening Burma with
economic sanctions.

The EU provides a good example of the de-
veloping nature of practices designed to se-
cure the border and control migration pat-
terns. Under the Schengen Agreement the
EU has established a common border regime
harmonizing and strengthening immigration
and asylum requirements at its external bor-
der as a means to facilitate the removal of in-
ternal border controls within the EU, all in
the name of promoting the free movement of
goods, services, and people within the com-
munity. In this respect Schengen preserves
the illusion of the EU’s border as a line
clearly demarcating the inside from the
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outside. In reality, however, the situation is
different. Instead of a clearly demarcated
border what are emerging are processes both
internalizing and externalizing systems of
border control. Internalization is evident
through the creation of databases like the
Schengen Information System, which is de-
signed to facilitate information sharing
between police forces and immigration au-
thorities throughout the EU and through the
use of identity cards, social security data,
and hotel and employment registers to mon-
itor movement across the EU, and which can
be used to identify migrants who have
slipped through the Schengen net.

Particularly striking, however, has been the
externalization of EU border practices. This
has taken several forms. First, the EU is in-
creasingly making it a requirement that any
state desiring closer relations or future mem-
bership must implement EU border practices
at its own external borders. This can have

254/348



various negative effects. Countries seeking
membership, for example, can find that
while movement and access with the EU is
improved, by implementing stricter controls
on their non-EU borders relations with their
neighbours are in turn undermined. A
second consequence, however, is that in the
view of critics the externalization of its bor-
der practices is also enabling EU member
states to shirk their humanitarian responsib-
ilities. Put bluntly, by trying to ensure that
economic migrants, refugees, and asylum
seekers are intercepted by non-member
states the EU is accused of simply washing
its hands of the problem. The fact that such
migrants might therefore end up being pro-
cessed by states with poor human rights re-
cords exacerbates the concern.

A second mechanism of externalization,
however, has involved the extension of
quasi-military border enforcement practices
beyond the EU’s borders. This has been
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facilitated through the creation of the Fron-
tex agency in 2004, which among other
things has conducted operations outside of
EU territory. For example, in 2006 Frontex
deployed patrol boats and surveillance
planes to patrol the waters and coastline
between West Africa and the Canary Islands.
The aim was to deter the flow of migrants,
which during the course of 2006 saw around
30,000 people reaching the islands, with an
estimated 3,000 dying in the attempt. Al-
though such operations have been relatively
successful in reducing the number of people
making the crossing and make sense when
seen through the lens of state security, hu-
man rights campaigners argue that such
practices end up exacerbating the insecurit-
ies faced by migrants, who are increasingly
driven into the hands of unscrupulous traf-
fickers or end up taking ever more dangerous
migration routes to avoid capture.
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The point here is that, despite extensive ef-
forts to control migration flows, not least by
facilitating the movement of those deemed
desirable while hindering that of those
marked as unwanted, the fact that year on
year numbers of migrants (whether ‘legal’ or
‘illegal’) continue to grow indicates that an
emphasis on border control is at best only a
partial solution. One of the tragedies of many
states’ border and migration policies is ulti-
mately that they end up depicting as security
threats large groups of humanity whose only
sin is to be poor, unhealthy, and uneducated
and whose lives are often already character-
ized by high levels of insecurity. As high-
lighted elsewhere in this book, the causes of
such insecurities are very likely the result of
factors well beyond their control and may
even lie in the economic, environmental, and
political policies adopted by the very states
they are trying to reach. A more compre-
hensive approach to tackling the various
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security issues raised by migration therefore
takes us back to the questions of develop-
ment discussed in Chapter 6.
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Chapter 9

The politics of fear
and control

Our war on terror begins with Al-Qaeda,
but it does not end there. It will not end
until every terrorist group of global
reach has been found, stopped and
defeated.

(President George Bush, Speech to
Congress, 20 September 2001)

For anyone watching television at the time,
the events of 11 September 2001 are most
likely deeply imprinted. As the images of the
World Trade Center being struck by

text/part0004.html#ch09a
text/part0004.html#ch09a
text/part0004.html#ch09a


airliners, engulfed in flame, and sub-
sequently collapsing flashed around the
globe commentators struggled to understand
what was happening. Such confusion was
compounded following news of another
plane striking the Pentagon and reports of a
further plane having crashed in
Pennsylvania. In America the sense of being
under attack became palpable. In due course
a shadowy network of Islamist extremists,
Al-Qaeda, was identified as responsible for
the attacks, and on 20 September President
George Bush, in a speech to Congress, de-
clared the country was now embarked on a
‘war against terrorism’. Politicians and ana-
lysts the world over began pronouncing that
the world had changed, that a new age of ter-
ror was upon us and that new times called
for new measures, central to which has been
a rebalancing of the relationship between se-
curity and liberty/human rights. The war on
terror resulted in wars in Afghanistan and
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Iraq, the use of covert operations, and the es-
tablishment of the Guantanamo detainment
facility where suspected terrorists have been
detained for years, denied due process, and
often subjected to ‘enhanced interrogation
techniques’—a euphemism for torture. In
fighting international terrorism trillions of
dollars have been spent, thousands of Amer-
ican and Coalition soldiers have been killed,
and tens of thousands of civilians have lost
their lives in Afghanistan, Iraq, and beyond.

It is fair to say, therefore, that the events of a
single day back in September 2001, when ap-
proximately 3,500 people died, have proved
momentous and fundamentally impacted on
debates about international security. From a
purely statistical perspective, however, we
might ask why. While it goes without saying
that the 9/11 deaths were an abominable
crime and deeply tragic, they hardly compare
to the estimated 40,000 people who die of
hunger every day, the 500,000 killed
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annually by small arms, the two million dy-
ing annually of HIV/AIDS, or the 655,000
dying from malaria. Indeed, in 2000 alone,
28,117 Americans died in weapons related
incidents. None of these statistics has been
met with anything like the same level of re-
sponse and mobilization provoked by 9/11.
Why, then, does terrorism occupy so much of
our attention?

For America one of the reasons was that 9/11
broke an established sense of invulnerability
to foreign attack. The last time the USA was
attacked was in 1941, when Japan launched
its assault on Pearl Harbor in distant Hawaii.
This time, however, the attacks were made at
the heart of the political, economic, and mil-
itary establishment in two of America’s prin-
cipal cities, New York and Washington. If the
enemy could strike here, presumably they
could strike anywhere. However, 9/11 and
subsequent atrocities, such as those commit-
ted in Bali, Madrid, and London, indicated
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the emergence of a global terrorist network
utilizing new technologies and social media
to organize and further their cause. The
identification of training camps in Afgh-
anistan attended by wannabe jihadis from
around the world further emphasized the in-
ternational nature of the phenomenon. Thus,
while other groups using terror campaigns,
such as the Provisional Irish Republican
Army (PIRA) in the UK, Euskadi Ta Askata-
suna (ETA) in Spain, and the Tamil Tigers in
Sri Lanka, all had transnational connections,
their campaigns were nationally focused. Al-
Qaeda, in contrast, was understood as having
global ambitions, and therefore as posing a
broader threat to international peace and se-
curity. Furthermore, the scale of 9/11 and
subsequent attacks was also understood as
alarming. As the RAND analyst Brian Jen-
kins noted, historically terrorists have gener-
ally placed limits on their violence, prefer-
ring to have a lot of people watching rather
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than a lot of people dead. The reason was to
avoid alienating possible supporters or pro-
voking brutal crackdowns, with this explain-
ing why organizations like PIRA and ETA of-
ten warned the authorities of imminent at-
tacks. In contrast, 9/11 seems to have
marked a change in tactics where the goal is
to maximize body counts and create as much
mayhem and public outrage as possible. Fin-
ally, another reason for the attention paid to
terrorism since 9/11 is that various states
and governments have used it as rhetorical
cover to pursue various other goals at home
and abroad.

What is it, why do it, and is it
really so bad?

So far we have been talking about terrorism
and terrorists as if these objects are
somehow self-evident, but this is not the
case. For example, even defining terrorism
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can prove difficult and contentious. At its
most abstract terrorism is concerned with
the illegitimate use of violence and fear to
achieve political ends. Thus, while it is the
political focus of violence that marks it out as
terrorist (as opposed to criminal), the em-
phasis on its illegitimacy is a way to distin-
guish terrorism from other, usually state-au-
thorized acts of violence widely deemed to be
the legitimate exercise of state sovereignty.
As such terrorism is typically associated with
non-state actors, a point made evident in the
United States’ official definition of terrorism
as ‘premeditated politically motivated viol-
ence perpetrated against non-combatant tar-
gets by sub-national groups or clandestine
agents, usually intended to influence an
audience’.

This, however, is where we need to start
making qualifications since historically
speaking it is states that have been the
greatest producers of terror. The most
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notable cases are Nazi Germany, Stalin’s
Soviet Union, and Pol Pot’s Cambodia, all
guilty of the deaths of millions of their cit-
izens. Meanwhile, today Iran is often labelled
as sponsoring the terrorist activities of
groups like Hezbollah and Hamas, while
President Bush likewise included Iran, along
with North Korea and Iraq, in his ‘axis of
evil’ of terrorist states. Second, and as high-
lighted by Noam Chomsky, it is also import-
ant to note that, understood as a term of ab-
use, terrorism is only ever a label we apply to
others to condemn and delegitimize their ac-
tions. Our violence we call something else,
like counter-terrorism or self-defence. For
example, the use of ‘shock and awe tactics’
and the killing of thousands of civilians in
Afghanistan and Iraq in the name of fighting
terrorism is quite obviously a source of terror
for those on the receiving end.

This indicates the politicized nature of
claims about terrorism, since while terrorism
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may refer to the perceived illegitimacy of the
use of violence, such violence is used pre-
cisely when the legitimacy of the particular
order is being challenged. History is there-
fore full of individuals and groups who are
today heralded as national heroes, but who
previously were labelled terrorists by those
they fought against. Examples include Ge-
orge Washington (who fought the British
Crown), Nelson Mandela and the African Na-
tional Congress (designated terrorists by the
South African apartheid regime and only of-
ficially removed from America’s terrorism
watch list in 2008), and Kemal Ataturk (the
founder of modern Turkey). Indeed, Nelson
Mandela, along with the former Palestinian
leader Yasser Arafat, is one of four former
‘terrorists’ to have ended up being awarded
the Nobel Peace Prize. Examples like these
not only highlight how one man’s freedom
fighter is another’s terrorist, but also how
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political context can dramatically affect how
and to whom such labels are applied.

Given its politicized nature, and the fact that
almost nobody self-defines themselves as a
terrorist, some analysts argue we should only
use the term to describe the tactic of using
violence to intimidate civilians for political
ends, and refrain from using it to describe
particular groups or individuals. Understood
as such we might also ask whether terrorism
is necessarily bad. While pacifists would ar-
gue the use of violence to kill and generate
fear is wrong irrespective of the cause for
which it is undertaken, others would suggest
that violence undertaken for revolutionary
and moral purposes might ultimately be jus-
tified. This was the view of the anarchist
movement of the late nineteenth century,
who saw violence as a form of ‘propaganda
by deed’ with emancipatory potential to mo-
bilize the population to one’s cause. As out-
lined in the 1880s by Johannes Most, not
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only would the use of outrageous violence
grab the public attention, awakening them to
political issues; it would also undermine the
state and draw it into delegitimizing counter-
measures, which might ultimately propel the
public to reject the government and what it
stands for. It is worth reflecting on such pro-
positions when considering the West’s reac-
tions to terrorist acts of violence in the con-
temporary period. What is clear, however, is
that a wide variety of groups have found such
propositions convincing, with terror cam-
paigns undertaken by religious groups (of al-
most all persuasions), reformists (like the
Animal Liberation Front in the UK), groups
seeking national liberation or minority rights
(like ETA, the Tamil Tigers, and PIRA), and
those using violence to advance an ideologic-
al agenda (like the Red Army Faction in West
Germany during the Cold War).
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From 9/11 to the ‘war on
terror’

The political nature of any discussion of ter-
rorism can be clearly demonstrated in terms
of how the events of 11 September 2001 were
framed by the American political elite and
how this came to justify a particular set of re-
sponses encapsulated in the war on terror.
Indeed, for critics the discursive framing of
9/11 in America represented a mixture of
denial and political and strategic
opportunism.

The element of denial was evident in the at-
tempts made to try and explain the attacks in
the first place. In his speech on 20 Septem-
ber, President Bush asked a rhetorical ques-
tion: ‘Why do they hate us?’ In answering, he
omitted any discussion of the contentious
nature of US foreign policy in the Middle
East with its support for brutal undemocratic

270/348



regimes, its oil politics, and its one-sided
support of Israel in the Middle East peace
process. Instead, he suggested they hate
America, not for what it does, but for what it
stands for—freedom, democracy, and liberty.
The problem, in other words, required no
self-reflection, but lay solely with the attack’s
perpetrators. As Maja Zehfuss has argued,
9/11 was therefore emptied of political con-
tent and context. The principal historical ref-
erence invoked was Japan’s attack on Pearl
Harbor, which likewise evoked memories of
a nation unfairly attacked, woken from its
isolation, and about to embark on a heroic
war in the name of freedom. Such motifs
were further enhanced by the portrayal of
Osama Bin Laden and Al-Qaeda as ‘evil’.
Designated as evil, Al-Qaeda’s political goals
needed no examination, while its supporters
were dehumanized in contrast to an America
positioned as good and righteous. In turn,
since one cannot negotiate with evil, this also
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shaped the options available, with an em-
phasis on a war of eradication preferred to
lengthy processes of criminal investigation,
arrests, and trial by jury.

This framing also paved the ground for a cer-
tain amount of political and strategic oppor-
tunism as among both neoconservatives and
the religious right there was a clear under-
standing that if spun correctly the attacks
could be used to advance ambitious domestic
and foreign policy goals. At home, for ex-
ample, 9/11 became the grounds for attacks
by neoconservatives and the religious right
on liberalism and the apparent decline in
traditional values. Infamously, for example,
the high profile preacher Jerry Falwell pro-
claimed that by mocking God, pagans, abor-
tionists, feminists, gays, and lesbians, ‘all of
them who have tried to secularize America’,
were in part responsible for 9/11, which for
him was a form of divine retribution.
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Regarding foreign policy the framing
provided the grounds for activism and the
flexing of American military muscle. In pro-
claiming ‘Either you are with us or you are
for the terrorists’, the message was clear
that, if necessary, the United States was pre-
pared to act unilaterally and set aside estab-
lished conventions of international law and
the opinions of the broader international
community. Particularly notable, however,
was how Al-Qaeda’s actions were tied to an
‘axis of evil’ of ‘rogue states’ through raising
the spectre of terrorists acquiring weapons of
mass destruction from them (see Box 4).
Despite the lack of evidence of any such link
the elision between terrorists and rogue
states enabled the war on terror to be direc-
ted against regimes, like Saddam Hussein’s
Iraq, with the overall goal being a systematic
and militarily oriented policy of reshaping
the Middle East to America’s political, eco-
nomic, and strategic advantage. It was only
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in such a way that the 2003 Iraq War be-
came possible. There were several ironies to
this. One was that the focus on Iraq diverted
attention from Afghanistan where links with
international terrorism were more obvious,
but where instead the campaign was under-
resourced with ongoing negative con-
sequences. Another was to turn Iraq into a
rallying destination for jihadis set on attack-
ing American soldiers.

The United States, however, was not alone in
its opportunism. Once the 9/11 attacks had
been attributed to terrorism other states
quickly proclaimed their support of America
and reframed their own conflicts with vari-
ous groups as part of the same campaign
against international terrorism. In Russia,
for example, President Putin quickly de-
clared his sympathy and support for America
while simultaneously demanding that the
West amend its formerly critical attitude to
Russia’s fight with Chechen separatists—now
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labelled terrorists. Almost immediately
Western criticisms of human rights abuses in
Chechnya and support for claims of national
self-determination dried up.

Box 4 Extract from Presid-
ent George W. Bush’s State
of the Union Address, 2002

Thousands of dangerous killers, schooled
in the methods of murder, often supported
by outlaw regimes, are now spread
throughout the world like ticking time
bombs, set to go off without warning …

States like these [Iraq, Iran, North Korea],
and their terrorist allies, constitute an axis
of evil, arming to threaten the peace of the
world. By seeking weapons of mass de-
struction, these regimes pose a grave and
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growing danger. They could provide these
arms to terrorists, giving them the means
to match their hatred …

We will work closely with our coalition to
deny terrorists and their state sponsors the
materials, technology, and expertise to
make and deliver weapons of mass
destruction …

I will not wait on events, while dangers
gather. I will not stand by, as peril draws
closer and closer. The United States of
America will not permit the world’s most
dangerous regimes to threaten us with the
world’s most destructive weapons.

276/348



Responding to terrorism

Becoming the target of a terrorist campaign
of politically motivated violence obviously
raises the question of how to respond, and in
this respect a broad range of options is avail-
able crossing the spectrum from passive to
increasingly active, and legal to extra-judicial
and exceptional measures.

One response, as Charles Townsend has
noted, is to do nothing. As indicated by the
statistics of deaths resulting from terrorism
in comparison to those caused by various
other factors highlighted earlier, devoting ex-
tensive time and resources to tackling terror-
ism might seem irrational. Moreover, given
that terrorism relies on creating mass
alarmism and disrupting established pat-
terns of daily life, then refusing to succumb
to this temptation can itself be seen as refus-
ing to fall into the terrorist trap as outlined
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in Johannes Most’s propositions about how
the terror process works. In practice,
however, it can be psychologically difficult
not to respond, while for governments doing
nothing may well be politically untenable. In
part, this is because acts of terror challenge
the state’s monopoly on the use of force and
therefore challenge the state’s authority and
legitimacy by raising questions about its abil-
ity to protect its citizens. Indeed, terrorist
acts can also be felt as embarrassing and
shaming, thereby requiring actions to re-
establish self-esteem and honour. For ex-
ample, for many Americans 9/11 was felt as
challenging the country’s hegemonic position
and therefore required a stern response to
reassert, to itself and others, that America
remained pre-eminent. Likewise, embar-
rassed by their failure to identify or prevent
the attack, the national intelligence agencies
and broader national security establishment

278/348



were also keen to restore their damaged
reputations.

A second level of response, therefore, is to
undertake protective measures designed to
disrupt groups from carrying out further at-
tacks. This may include enhancing surveil-
lance, tightening security around airports
and other key sites, but also redesigning the
urban architecture through the positioning
of anti-bomb bollards, for example. In this
respect, there has also been an increased em-
phasis on making societies more resilient by
enhancing their ability to bounce back from
a terrorist attack. At this level the assump-
tion remains that terrorist attacks are still
likely to happen.

A third level of response is to adopt meas-
ures designed to prevent terrorist attacks in
the future. This can cover a wide range of
possibilities. For example, it might entail ad-
dressing the perceived causes of terrorism to
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prevent people becoming radicalized in the
first place. One common perception is that
people living in conditions of instability and
poverty are easy targets for extremists seek-
ing recruits. One way of ‘draining the
swamp’, therefore, has been to refocus devel-
opment aid (see Chapter 6) on improving the
conditions of those populations deemed vul-
nerable to radicalization, at home as well as
abroad. While this often entails an emphasis
on economic development, the West has also
been prone to link this to elements of demo-
cracy promotion. Such approaches can there-
fore entail a strong ideological component by
countering the ideas and identities of ex-
tremists with one’s own. However, aside
from the fact that the link between poverty
and extremism is far from established, ap-
proaches like democracy promotion can also
provoke resentment and may sometimes be
counter-productive. Another response de-
signed to prevent future terrorist attacks is
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therefore to rethink one’s own policies, for
example, by ending support for repressive
regimes, or by engaging the ‘terrorists’ in
dialogue—as in the Northern Ireland peace
process—in order to seek a negotiated settle-
ment, thereby recognizing that political
problems may well require political
solutions.

A fourth level of response, however, is to act-
ively go after the perpetrators of terrorist at-
tacks, either in acts of retaliation and anni-
hilation, or of prevention. Again, a range of
responses are possible. For example, profil-
ing techniques may be adopted to identify
potential terrorists. Since 9/11, however, the
success of profiling has been limited. For ex-
ample, in 2008 a leaked briefing note from
the UK’s MI5 intelligence service admitted
that traditionally assumed markers of risk
(like social alienation, poverty, youthfulness,
migrant, single, strength of religious belief,
mental health …) appeared largely irrelevant
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as indicators of who might be at risk of radic-
alization and violent extremism. Other meas-
ures, however, might include using enhanced
police powers (e.g. stop and search powers)
or the passing of new legislation enabling en-
hanced levels of surveillance or the prevent-
ive detention of suspects. At the extra-judi-
cial level it might include sanctioning tar-
geted assassinations, as in the case of Osama
Bin Laden, the use of extraordinary rendi-
tions, torture, and networks of secret detain-
ment facilities. Finally, it might include mil-
itary strikes and even declaring war on states
deemed to be harbouring or supporting the
activities of groups using terrorist tactics.

The threat to liberty

Since 2001 Western states have increasingly
responded to the perceived terrorist threat
by extending police powers, enhancing sur-
veillance activities, passing legislation
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enabling the detention of suspects without
charge—and in the UK restricting the
freedoms of those suspected but not con-
victed of suspicious activities through the use
of control orders—as well as engaging in cov-
ert operations, torture, and extra-judicial
killings. For the defenders of such measures
the rebalancing of the relationship between
security and liberty/human rights is neces-
sary to counter a real and present danger.
For critics, however, the use of increasingly
illiberal practices in the name of protecting
liberty is worrying. As the human rights law-
yer Conor Gearty has argued, such measures
are justified by invoking ‘the lesser evil argu-
ment’, that small harms may be justified to
prevent larger harms. Such an argument,
however, relativizes the value of liberty and
human rights and begs the question of where
you draw the line, the worry being that small
infringements can easily spill over into larger
ones. As Walter Lacqueur argues, the
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question is therefore whether ‘a democratic
society [can] subdue terrorism without sur-
rendering the values central to the system’.
Democratic states therefore need to be mind-
ful about the unintended and unforeseen
consequences that can result from the de-
ployment of illiberal and often illegal
measures.

One effect of the war on terror declared after
9/11, for example, was that American society
became increasingly subject to a range of
disciplining practices that served to suffocate
dissenting voices. In a context officially de-
scribed as one of good versus evil, in which
you were either for us or for the terrorists,
any form of dissent was easily subject to cri-
ticisms of appeasing terrorism, as unpatriot-
ic, even verging on traitorous. The result was
a significant threat to fundamental principles
of free speech, as in a climate of fear and an-
ger society itself quickly began to undertake
disciplining practices of self-censorship of its
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own accord. For example, when the Dixie
Chicks, a country and western band, criti-
cized the war on terror they ended up receiv-
ing death threats and having their music
banned from hundreds of radio stations.

Indeed, states have actively encouraged vigil-
ance and suspicion amongst citizens, not
least by encouraging them to report on the
activities and behaviour of people which they
perceive as unusual or suspicious. The UK,
for example, established the Confidential
Anti-Terrorist Hotline and ran an ‘If you sus-
pect it, report it’ advertising campaign (see
Figure 9) helpfully suggesting what people
might look out for. This included people
watching CCTV cameras, using cameras sus-
piciously, buying chemicals, hiring a van or a
lock up, someone with vague travel plans,
and much more. A similar hotline set up in
Australia in 2003 received 2,600 calls within
two weeks. Indeed, particular groups of
workers, like teachers, university lecturers,
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and social and community workers, have
also been given responsibilities for reporting
on suspicious behaviour and identifying
those deemed at risk of radicalization.

For critics the danger is not only one of turn-
ing large segments of society into agents of
national security, but that society in general
becomes characterized by suspicion and sur-
veillance and where anyone deemed differ-
ent is at risk of being singled out. As Judith
Butler has argued, in environments of gener-
alized suspicion people’s prejudices (e.g. ra-
cial, ethnic, religious) are very likely to influ-
ence their judgements. Moreover, in this
process understandings of what constitutes a
terrorist threat have also expanded. The fo-
cus is no longer on simply preventing violent
acts of terrorism, but identifying and poli-
cing particular beliefs and expressions of dis-
sent deemed as being extremist on the
grounds, as Robert Mueller, the Director of
the FBI, put it in 2002, that there is a
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‘continuum between those who would ex-
press dissent and those who would do a ter-
rorist act’. We might ask, however, what con-
stitutes an extremist belief, who decides, and
what, if anything, can or should be done
about it. Such questions are fundamentally
political and were evident in early drafts of
the 2009 version of the UK’s counter-terror-
ism strategy which reportedly included sup-
port for armed resistance anywhere in the
world, support for Sharia law, and a belief
that gay sex is sinful as extremist beliefs. Ul-
timately these were omitted, presumably in
recognition that it threatened to brand liter-
ally millions of British citizens as potential
terrorists who should presumably be closely
watched. However, given the centrality of
freedom to liberal societies, such attempts to
set the boundaries of what constitutes ac-
ceptable beliefs on a range of moral and
political issues is, for critics, disturbing. It
also suggests Walter Lacqueur might be
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right, that in trying to subdue terrorism
democratic societies may well be in danger of
surrendering the very values that underpin
them.
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9. ‘IF YOU SUSPECT IT, REPORT IT’
advertising campaign
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