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Abstract

The security agenda is going global. Key threats such as weapons proliferation, disease, terrorism

and climate change cannot be addressed unilaterally by states, and require a global perspective to

both understand and respond effectively to them. There are therefore powerful pragmatic reasons for

embracing a global security perspective. This article, however, suggests that a compelling moral case

also exists for viewing security in global terms. National and international security discourses are at

odds with the realities of world politics and orient towards the preservation of a status quo that is fail-

ing much of the world’s population, now and into the future. In this context, this article makes a case

for cosmopolitan ethical principles underpinning a global security perspective. Only an ethics that

does not discriminate between groups is defensible as a general set of principles. A global security

perspective should be underpinned by three cosmopolitan ethical principles which dictate, firstly, that

all security actors have responsibility (albeit differentiated) to create security for all; secondly, they

should act with consideration of the future implications of their actions in mind; and, thirdly, they

should proceed as if their actions will become global over time and space. While not without chal-

lenges and dilemmas, such a perspective is urgently needed in contemporary global politics.
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This article welcomes this journal’s focus on questions

of global security—a framing that stands in contrast to

an existing emphasis on international relations (IR)

thought on national and international approaches to se-

curity. What is needed is an approach to security that

recognizes the global contexts and dynamics and the

limits of existing institutions as both referent objects

and agents of security. As Dan Bray (2013), among

others, has argued, the increasingly transnational, global

nature of key challenges—from economic crises and nu-

clear proliferation to climate change and disease—

necessitates a shift toward a genuinely global perspec-

tive. This global perspective is a fourfold one: of scale,

ontology, governance, and morality. Our scale must be

planetary to address globalized or dramatically transna-

tionalized systems of insecurity—like nuclear weapons,

ecological collapse, economic crisis, and terrorism.

Ontologically, state sovereignty can no longer be privi-

leged, and fundamental policy aims must shift from na-

tional security to global security. Global governance

must become an intensified focus of reform and effort.

Finally, we must enlarge our sphere of moral concern:

Global cooperation must involve affected communities

and aim to secure humanity and the biosphere itself

(Burke 2013, 2015a).

There are compelling strategic and pragmatic reasons

for embracing a global security perspective. No single

state, however powerful, is immune from manifestations

of threats such as climate change, or is capable of effec-

tively responding to them unilaterally. The atmosphere

has no borders: changes to it affect every human and ev-

ery living thing, including life that is yet to be. If security

is “going global”—in both origin and scale—a shift to-

ward a global perspective is a strategic necessity. At the
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same time, a compelling moral case exists for viewing se-

curity in global terms. National and international secu-

rity discourses are not only increasingly at odds with the

realities of world politics, but they also orient toward

the preservation of a status quo that is failing much of

the world’s population. Moreover, such discourse limits

our moral imagination to the “social contract” between

citizens and the nation-state when our existence is now

planetary. Effective responses to transnational security

challenges require a profound change in state behaviors

and commitments. It also requires the design and opera-

tion of global governance regimes, which must serve

genuinely global ends and incorporate the needs and

perspectives of affected and vulnerable communities.

Ethical considerations are central to all of these

security debates, and fundamental questions of security

are at the heart of ethical questions. Whose security

matters? How should we prioritize different threat

agendas? What obligations do we have to suffering out-

siders? Should we use force to protect our security?

What values are in need of protection or advancement?

These fundamentally ethical questions shape debates

on security regardless of whether our frame of refer-

ence is the individual, the nation-state, or an

international or global society. This article seeks to

address these questions, and in doing so responds to

Beardsworth’s (2011, 2) provocation that “since spe-

cific problems facing actors in the field of world poli-

tics are of an increasingly global nature, and since the

solutions to them call for both global cooperation and

global vision, the relations between the constructs of

those of cosmopolitanism and those of IR need . . . to be

explored more systematically.”

In this context, this article makes a case for cosmo-

politan ethical principles to underpin a global security

perspective. In accordance with Held (2010, 15), we ar-

gue that cosmopolitanism “recognizes each person as an

autonomous moral agent who is entitled to equal dignity

and consideration.” Morally, we believe that only an

ethics that does not discriminate between individuals

and groups is truly defensible as a general set of princi-

ples. We argue that a genuinely global perspective

enabling security for all should be underpinned by cos-

mopolitan ethical principles that dictate responsibilities

for all security actors (albeit differentiated). Particularly,

security actors should act with consideration of the fu-

ture implications of their actions (for ecosystems and fu-

ture generations) in mind and proceed as if their actions

will become global over time and space. This is a global

vision of security. It is necessarily broad in scope and ar-

gumentation. However, in this article, we argue and

demonstrate that it can be made local, and in doing so,

the cosmopolitan principles can develop a degree of spe-

cificity and localization that will enable this approach to

be applicable to all areas of security concern. As out-

lined further below, this can be done via a commitment

to dialogue, contextuality, and reflexivity.

Our case is not built on the claim that all security dy-

namics are globalizing or that trends in world politics

will inevitably trigger cosmopolitanization (Beck 2010,

34–35). A recent “return to geopolitics” (in the form of

Russia’s intervention in Ukraine and nuclear saber-rat-

tling, Chinese provocations in maritime Southeast Asia,

a stalemate on nuclear nonproliferation, and a brutal

multi-sided proxy war in Syria) might appear to under-

mine our case that the realities of international insecurity

demand cosmopolitan answers. Despite the prominence

of these events on current state-based agendas, it is not a

uniform trend and in fact underscores the case for a cos-

mopolitan ethics and practice of security for global ends.

Cosmopolitanism offers important principles for manag-

ing deterrence relationships and the use of force, reducing

strategic dangers, and eventually demilitarizing global

relationships (see Burke, Lee-Koo, and McDonald 2014,

74).

This article proceeds in two stages. First, we identify

the central role of ethics in conceptions and practices of

security, noting the ethical assumptions and implications

of key security discourses in IR. Here, we use the exam-

ple of global climate change to illustrate the ethical

limitations and implications of both national and inter-

national security discourses. Second, we outline the cos-

mopolitan perspective we endorse and advance, building

on a key set of principles around the obligations facing

security actors in a global context. We conclude by using

the examples of “force” and “children in conflict”

to demonstrate how our perspective would apply in

practice. These two issues are usually studied discretely;

however, ethical choices regarding the use of force obvi-

ously directly impact children living in conflict zones.

These two cases, in conjunction with a discussion of the

ways in which global climate change illustrates the limits

of existing security discourses, demonstrate the truly

global impact of security choices and reinforce the need

for an overarching cosmopolitan ethic to guide global

security thinking.

Clearly, there are complex moral and practical di-

lemmas about the approach we develop here; the types

of complex global security issues we discuss belie simple

solutions. There is also uncertainty to be addressed, a

problem especially salient when we are asking security

actors to consider the potential long-term consequences

of their actions. Although this is a feature of any ap-

proach to security—those concerned with a state’s
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defense procurement strategy, for example, must make

uncertain projections about future security threats and

the potential role the state may play in responding to

it—this complexity and uncertainty is particularly acute

in the case of a long-term and global vision for security.

Consequently, it necessitates humility about the scope of

the claims we can make, an emphasis on dialogue as a

mechanism for mitigating against the imposition of un-

just or perverse measures in the name of global security,

and reflexivity about our principles and their application

in practice. Thus, this article details the sets of ethical

principles that might inform and underpin such a per-

spective and considers the possibilities for their articula-

tion, advancement, and institutionalization.

Security Discourses and Embedded
Ethics in International Relations

Security is a central organizing concept of IR thought

and practice. For most accounts of IR, the quest for se-

curity (whether defined in material or ideational terms)

drives the behavior of actors, while the promise of pro-

viding security underpins the political legitimacy of key

institutions in global politics. This applies to the state,

whose actions are driven by a quest for survival (Waltz

1979) or a commitment to the preservation and ad-

vancement of core values (see Wolfers 1952; Katzenstein

1996), and whose political legitimacy is built on the ca-

pacity to protect its citizens in a Hobbesian state of

nature (Williams 1998). But it also applies to intergov-

ernmental organizations, such as the United Nations,

whose charter lists the maintenance of international

peace and security as its first purpose.

Viewed in such a way, an intimate relationship exists

between theories and practices of global politics. Rather

than holding a mirror to the “real world” of political ac-

tion, theories of security serve to constitute the world.

They do this by enacting and legitimizing particular

visions of national or international security, as well as

the actors that pursue them, as natural responses to the

absence of a higher authority than states (see Wendt

1992), the limits of political community to the nation-

state, or the inevitability of warfare more broadly. In the

process, they serve to endow actors (states or interna-

tional institutions) with political authority to act in par-

ticular ways. Indeed, for some, designations of security

and threat are less objective accounts of the external dy-

namics of world politics than iterative processes that po-

tentially enable extraordinary political responses (see

Buzan, Wæver, and Wilde 1998; McDonald 2008), le-

gitimize political leaders and their visions of the world

(e.g., Dillon 1996; Neocleous 2008), or serve to

define the community itself (see Campbell 1992; Burke

2001).1

This claim serves two important functions in the

context of this article. First it reminds us of the need to

focus our attention on the politics of security: the ques-

tion of what security does (Browning and McDonald

2013, 238). Conceiving security in these terms, in which

security conceptions and claims are politically conse-

quential, necessitates interrogating the ethical assump-

tions upon which conceptions of security are built and

the implications of those conceptions in practice. The

second is that it encourages us to conceive of conceptual

frameworks of security—particular sets of answers to

the questions of whose security is at stake; from what

security threats; who is capable of protecting or provid-

ing it; and through what means—less as abstract para-

digms than as discourses. Here, we follow Hajer (1995,

44) in defining discourses as “specific ensembles of

ideas, concepts, and categorizations that are produced,

reproduced, and transformed in a particular set of prac-

tices and through which meaning is given to physical

and social realities.” The remainder of this section re-

flects on the ethical assumptions, and indeed implica-

tions, of key security discourses in IR.

National Security: Realism

A realist security discourse, focusing on national secu-

rity, continues to dominate IR. In this conceptualization

of security, states (as the only consequential actors in the

international system) must work tirelessly to ensure their

survival in an international system in which they are un-

able to trust other actors or institutions. Whether the im-

perative of self-help arises from a Hobbesian view of

human nature or the absence of a higher authority

(Waltz 1979), realists share the view that states must de-

velop their material power capacity relative to others in

order to maximize their chances of survival in an envi-

ronment in which war is always a possibility. This vision

of the international system makes the quest for security

the central driver of state behavior and renders security

a key ordering principle of international politics in gen-

eral. It positions the state as the referent object and

agent of security, and defines security in terms of the

threat and use of force.

Theorists and political practitioners working in this

tradition downplay the relevance of ethics or moral im-

peratives in conceiving and practicing security. Security,

for them, is about the hardheaded pursuit of the national

interest, defined principally in terms of the preservation

1 On these points, see Browning and McDonald (2013, 238).
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of the sovereignty and territorial integrity of the state

(Mearsheimer and Walt 2007). Yet, underpinning this

conception is a clear vision of ethics and ethical respon-

sibility built on the social contract. Whether drawing ex-

plicitly on communitarian thought or simply rejecting

the possibility of morality extending beyond the nation-

state (Morgenthau 1954), the realist national security

discourse is one in which the security of people is best

achieved through a strong state acting on their behalf

(Buzan 1991; Ayoob 1997). In this context, realists’ re-

jection of global obligations or universal principles (e.g.,

whether human rights, freedom, or democracy) as an ap-

propriate foreign and security policy consideration is

not a rejection of morality (Niebuhr 1932). Rather, it is

a rejection of the possibility and even desirability of ex-

tending the moral universe beyond the boundaries of the

nation-state and the beliefs or values of that community.

But this vision, we would suggest, is no longer tena-

ble in a world characterized by transnational security

challenges and the genuinely global scope of interna-

tional politics. Key security threats—whether in terms of

the function of the economic system, the proliferation of

weapons of mass destruction (WMD), global climate

change, population displacement, transnational terror-

ism, disease, or cyber-crime—are increasingly global in

scope, challenging the validity of the national register in

designating threats, and the feasibility of individual state

action to effectively respond to them.

At an analytical and empirical level, this realist na-

tional security discourse is challenged by the realities of

world politics. This is particularly evident in the emer-

gence and strengthening of regional and international

organizations and the increasing subjugation of state

freedoms to international norms and law. It is evident,

too, in the development and strengthening of the norm

of the “responsibility to protect” (R2P). Its central no-

tion of “sovereignty as responsibility” that was accepted

in the 2005 World Summit outcome constitutes a pro-

found challenge to the image of the self-contained,

Westphalian state. R2P institutionalizes defined obliga-

tions to consider the security needs of suffering

outsiders—even if the norm is contested and problem-

atic (Bellamy 2015). The challenge to realist discourses

is also apparent apparent in states’ national security

strategies, which increasingly emphasize the transna-

tional nature of threats, the need for international coop-

eration to address them, and the obligations states have

beyond their borders.

There are, therefore, compelling empirical reasons to

challenge the realist national security discourse, but the

ethical limits of this discourse are even more profound.

The ethical bargain that is the social contract—in which

individuals give up some level of freedom and autonomy

in return for protection from the state—has not only

been consistently violated by the Leviathan in the service

of its own ends (as the existence of tens of millions of

displaced persons and refugees attests) but can be ulti-

mately defended only on pragmatic rather than ethical

grounds (Linklater 2005). The coincidence of nations

and states is too inconsistent to provide a defense for the

state in abstract terms or on communitarian grounds.

The realist discourse acknowledges neither the arbitrary

state boundaries associated with colonization, nor forms

of community above and below the state. This discourse

provides us with no resources for coming to terms with

the particular obligations that some states bear to ad-

dress global problems arising from their capacities or

historical responsibilities (Gardiner et al. 2010;

Bukovansky et al. 2012).

Worse still, in this context, a realist national security

discourse risks becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy. Ashley

(1981) argued that both adopting a suspicious mindset

toward the motives of others and preparing for war

would make large-scale violence more likely (and more

likely still if also adopted by others). The self-fulfilling

prophecy extends to the management of global security

problems; the imperative of protecting the immediate

interests of the state and its population can actively

undermine the action necessary in order to address such

problems.

In sum, a realist national security discourse entails a

particular set of ethical commitments, underpinned by

the social contract and to some extent communitarian

conceptions of the limits of political community. But it

is a set of ethical commitments at odds with the realities

of world politics notwithstanding a recent return to geo-

politics by some powers. Even then, a cosmopolitan

ethics highlights the dangers in this return and offers

paths toward stabilizing and resolving such dangerous

strategic tensions in the interests of both global and state

security (Burke, Lee-Koo, and McDonald 2014, chapter

3). Further, the implications of this discourse in practice

do not help address global security problems. They can

produce the very threats in need of resolution (evident

even in the logic of the arms trade and WMD prolifera-

tion). Although geopolitics remains a powerful dis-

course, this global reality is recognized by states

themselves, as suggested in attempts to focus, advance,

and institutionalize discourses of security at the interna-

tional level.

International Security: Liberalism

A focus on international security, largely consistent with

liberal thought in IR, is a counterpoint to realist
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discourses of security. Here, states retain their role as cen-

tral security agents, but the emphasis is less on the preser-

vation of states as a normative end than on the

preservation of the institutions, norms, and rules of an in-

ternational society. In this sense, this security discourse

draws on English School conceptions of the international

system as a society of states built on shared rules and

norms (Bull 1995; Dunne 1998; Bellamy and McDonald

2004) and liberal conceptions of universality. Security is

understood as the preservation of the rules and norms of

an international society; it is to be achieved by states in

cooperation with each other and through international

institutions; and threats to security are conceived as any-

thing undermining the normative structure of an interna-

tional society. Central to realizing these ends are

international institutions as well as “good states” (Lawler

2005). Good states are those that adopt a liberal interna-

tionalist perspective aimed at strengthening both coopera-

tion and the institutions of an international society, and

that work toward finding solutions to pressing transna-

tional challenges (Dunne and McDonald 2013). This per-

spective seeks to address transnational security problems

characteristic of contemporary global politics. After all,

the key institutions of international society emerged pre-

cisely to address such concerns, including (as noted) the

“maintenance of international peace and security” in the

context of the United Nations. It is built on ethical claims

about individual rights, the importance of cooperation,

and the need to civilize the behavior of states toward indi-

vidual ends.

But in both liberal and English School conceptions of

international society there are tensions between different

norms and rules. Minimalist versions of liberal thought

and pluralist conceptions of the English School ulti-

mately focus on the preservation of international order

as the central objective of international security. Seen in

this way, security is to be achieved through international

cooperation to manage and preserve the status quo and

prevent the emergence of potential problems that could

undermine the international system itself. A potentially

quite different ethical vision of security is evident in

maximalist conceptions of international security or soli-

darist accounts of the English School. Here, consider-

ations of individual justice can and should potentially

trump concerns of international order (on these points,

see Bull [1995]). This is, of course, at the heart of de-

bates about the relationship between human rights and

sovereignty (Dunne and Wheeler 1999; Reus-Smit

2001), and indeed practical debates within the UN

Security Council about recent military intervention.

Those concerned with using cooperation to preserve

international order see inherent risks in some states

choosing to run roughshod over sovereignty-as-nonin-

tervention to pursue their own ends or attempt to uni-

versalize culturally specific values (Phillips 2013). The

apparent limits to a genuinely global ethic suggested in

such an approach might be overcome over time through

the increasing incidence and depth of cooperation,

drawing on liberal conceptions of functionalism

(Mitrany 1971; Keohane and Nye 1977). But ultimately

such a position suggests approaching international secu-

rity as the preservation of the international status quo.

The ethical implications of actions consistent with

the liberal international security discourse thus depend

to a significant degree on the nature of the “interna-

tional society” itself under consideration. Yet it does, ul-

timately, orient toward the preservation of the norms

and rules of an international society of states. This has

several problems. First, the emphasis on international

cooperation (especially to the point of consensus) can

have a lowest common denominator effect, where coop-

eration on pressing global security issues is only as

strong as the weakest link. Second, and conversely, dif-

ferentiated power capacity within international organi-

zations (whether a product of membership, material

resources, or diplomatic know-how) means some actors

are disproportionately able to influence the norms and

rules of international society (see Barnett and Duvall

2005; Adler-Nissen and Pouliot 2014). This obviously

means some voices are marginalized, but it also means

that responses to international security challenges can

more easily fall prey to the perceived national interests

of powerful states. In practice, US reluctance to inter-

vene militarily in Africa (e.g., Rwanda and Darfur)

made any international intervention in response to geno-

cide difficult to imagine.

Finally, the liberal international security perspective

fails to effectively come to terms with those security

threats endemic to the international system itself.

Indeed, the liberal approach is implicated in both their

creation and the inadequacy of response. This could be

applied to a range of global efforts to address insecurity

without significantly disrupting preexisting structures of

order or power relationships. For example, postconflict

liberal peacebuilding programs seek to transition war-

ring states into liberal democracies and integrate them

into the global marketplace while simultaneously main-

taining pre-existing power relationships. This is often

done with little consideration of grassroots views of the

postconflict polity (Richmond 2009, 2011). The struc-

ture and function of the neoliberal international eco-

nomic system, meanwhile, can also be linked to the

incidence of poverty and inequality within that system.

A liberal international security discourse here orients
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toward the preservation of a status quo that produces

and constitutes significant harm for much of the world’s

population. Although some proponents of a liberal per-

spective have gone as far as making a case for human se-

curity (UNDP 1994), the means and actors envisaged to

realize this ultimately remain wedded to and grounded

in an international society of states. The limits of this ap-

proach have been particularly evident in the context of

its “adoption” by a range of states and international

institutions, in the 1990s in particular (Booth 2007,

321–27).

Ultimately, a liberal international security discourse

is more consistent with the contours and dynamics of

contemporary threats to security in global politics than

a realist national security one. And the emphasis on in-

ternational cooperation to preserve the normative basis

of an international society provides some hope for ac-

tion on pressing transnational issues. Yet, the tendency

toward the preservation of the international status quo

limits the possibility of redressing structural insecurity

while leaving powerful states with disproportionate ca-

pability to define the contours of international society

and the appropriate means for defending it.

Climate Change and the Limits of Security
Discourses

There is a clear imperative for genuine international

efforts to combat climate change (IPCC 2013; Christoff

2014). Both states and international security organiza-

tions recognize the threats posed by climate change

(Brzoska 2012; McDonald 2013). Yet, it is far from

clear that national or international security discourses

can underpin an effective or appropriate response.

Sustained global action against climate change is

unlikely in a state-centric international order in which

national sovereignty remains the highest value. No one

state is capable of addressing this problem unilaterally,

and states are ultimately reliant on the action of others,

coordinated through international institutions. Reliance

is heightened for vulnerable states that are least able to

effectively adapt. Ironically, populations most vulnera-

ble to a changing climate are often those with the least

historical or contemporary responsibility for the prob-

lem. Extreme variability in levels of responsibility for

the problem and vulnerability to it is further exacerbated

by ethical questions around obligations to future genera-

tions and other living beings. These issues, along with

arguments about the imperatives of development, make

climate change both a “wicked” international policy

problem (Head 2008) and a “perfect moral storm”

(Gardiner 2011). Yet, even acknowledging these chal-

lenges, mainstream security discourses fall well short of

offering an effective response and may even play a role

in generating climate harm.

This is most applicable to a national security register

with reference to climate change. Although embraced by

President Obama, among others, as a means of mobiliz-

ing public concern about climate change (Hayes and

Knox-Hayes 2014), powerful political obstacles to ac-

tion remain. Just as significantly, it is not clear that ap-

proaching the climate threat through a national security

lens is helpful. National security framing focuses our at-

tention on adaptation rather than mitigation efforts

(Busby 2014). It encourages a concern with challenges

to territorial integrity and the threat of conflict rather

than climate change’s impact on people themselves. And

inbuilt skepticism about global cooperation mitigates

against coordinated international action (Hardin 1968).

Perverse policy responses also often result from this

linkage. Although President Obama employed a na-

tional security discourse in arguing for reducing fossil

fuel reliance on problematic regimes in the Middle

East, viewing threats in energy security terms could also

underpin measures such as the rapid expansion of coal

seam gas fracking or oil exploration in the Alaskan

wilderness.

The particular problems with this position were evi-

dent in a 2003 Pentagon report on the national security

implications of abrupt climate change. This report ar-

gued that relatively self-sufficient states, such as the

United States, may seek to build more effective barriers

around the state to prevent those displaced by climate

change from reaching American shores (Schwartz and

Randall 2003). Such a response to climate security

threats is consistent with the realist national security dis-

course, but constitutes a perverse ethical response in po-

sitioning those most vulnerable to manifestations of

climate change as a source of threat and ignoring the ori-

gins of the problem itself. And it gives us no resources to

address this unprecedented global security problem or

come to terms with the ethical complexities of action in

response to it (on these points, see Gardiner et al.

[2010]; McDonald [2013]).

The international security discourse is better placed

to underpin a progressive response to climate change.

Emphasizing the transnational threat to international so-

ciety as a whole suggests the possibility of coming to

terms with the global nature of the problem itself. It also

promises to recognize threats that climate change poses

to vulnerable populations beyond the nation-state. Key

articulations of this approach focus on cooperation in

terms of both mitigation and adaptation action (Smith

and Vivekananda 2007). Yet here, the ultimate focus on

the preservation of a liberal international order from the
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threat posed by climate change raises a series of

concerns.

Ultimately, the focus in this discourse on the preser-

vation of the norms and rules of an international society

orients toward maintenance of the international status

quo. This has at least three clear problems. First, the ten-

dency to focus on maintaining “international peace and

stability” has placed attention on recognizing and craft-

ing a response to the (unlikely) threat of climate conflict

rather than the inevitable harms of climate change. Both

the UN Environment Program (2007) and Secretary-

General Ban Ki Moon (2007) noted that conflict in

Darfur could be linked to climate change, for example,

while much of the discussion in the UN Security Council

debates on climate change as an international security

threat in 2007 and 2011 focused on the likelihood or

otherwise of conflict. Although for some, any focus on

“climate security” necessarily runs the risk of focusing

our attention on conflict or risks taking these issues out-

side the realm of “normal politics” (Deudney 1990;

Buzan, Wæver, and Wilde 1998), for us, it is the dis-

course of security that matters in making sense of the

implications of “securitization” (McDonald 2013). If se-

curity is understood and approached in cosmopolitan

terms, as will be demonstrated, the so-called dangers of

securitization are inherently reduced.

The second problem with a focus on the preservation

of an international society is that this also translates into

a failure to reflect upon broader drivers of climate

change associated with the contemporary state system

or the machinations of the international economic sys-

tem. And third, such an approach does not recognize ob-

ligations to future generations or other living beings, for

example. But many beings can experience harm and are

particularly vulnerable to the effects of both climate

change and decisions taken by contemporary actors to

address it.

Although opening up the possibility of international

cooperation in response to this transnational security

threat, existing institutional requirements for consensus-

based responses to climate change have been inadequate.

In part, this reflects the fact that for political reasons,

they have oriented toward lowest common denominator

responses far removed from the type of urgent action

needed. Studies such as those by Stevenson (2012, 4)

have shown that a state-centric form of climate gover-

nance married with market mechanisms is in fact “insti-

tutionalizing unsustainability” rather than

“transforming the political, economic, and cultural driv-

ers of excessive emissions.” Leading earth system scien-

tists are also warning that the maximum two-degree-

warming targets adopted by the European Union and

the Copenhagen climate conference will in fact trigger

feedbacks that lead to a catastrophic four-degree

increase in a temparature (Hansen et al. 2013). Even if

contemporary international cooperation on climate

change in part reflects the increasing purchase of an in-

ternational security discourse, such an approach cannot

support effective global action.

The issue of climate change illustrates the profound

ethical limitations of existing and dominant accounts of

security in global politics. What is needed in the context

of the broader security agenda itself is recognition of the

genuinely global nature of security and the imperative to

minimize harm for vulnerable people throughout the

world. In this context, the remainder of this article

makes a case for a global security perspective under-

pinned by cosmopolitan principles.

Cosmopolitan Ethics for Global Security

The cosmopolitan ethics of security that this article pro-

poses is based upon three fundamental principles. They

are presented in a deontological form—as fundamental

duties borne by all security actors. The first involves rec-

ognition of the responsibility that all security actors bear

“to create deep and enduring security for all human be-

ings in a form that harmonizes human social, economic,

cultural, and political activity with the integrity of

global ecosystems” (Burke, Lee-Koo, and McDonald

2014, 15). This principle represents the ethical endpoint:

to create a global, universal, interdependent, and inclu-

sive approach to security. In this sense, it builds upon

Pogge’s (2002, 196) claim that “every human being has

a global stature as the ultimate unit of moral concern”

but pushes beyond such individualism to draw on a rela-

tional ethics that stresses the existential interdependence

of humans with each other and with ecosystems (Burke

2015a). The second principle involves a commitment to

consider the long-term impact of present-day actions on

future generations. This principle recognizes that current

insecurities (such as climate change) are the product of

past ethical choices, and to avoid creating future inse-

curities we must consider the consequences of contem-

porary decisions. The final principle involves acceptance

of “the global categorical imperative of security”: secu-

rity actors must behave as if the consequences of their

actions will become global. As already demonstrated, lo-

cal actions such as resource plunder or intrastate conflict

can quickly have global and often unanticipated security

effects (see Kaldor 1999). Together, these three princi-

ples represent the foundation of the cosmopolitan ethic:

every actor bears responsibility for the security of all ac-

tors (including ecosystems), now and into the future.
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Consequently, the cosmopolitanism that we promote

interlinks the security of self with the security of others;

it is a relational ethic that recognizes that human exis-

tence occurs in fundamental and ongoing interdepend-

ence with ecologies and other communities (Burke 2007,

chapter 3, 2013, 2015a). This brings the cosmopolitan

concepts of equality, responsibility, and care to the fore

in our image of security. First, equality ensures that all

members of the global community have an equal right to

security. Communities (and individuals within them)

may have different security needs, but are equally enti-

tled to have those needs met. Second, the notion of re-

sponsibility serves as a pillar of empowerment while

also acting as a brake on the abuse of power. We argue

that all actors in the global system bear some responsi-

bility (albeit differentiated) to ensure the security of

themselves and others. This is a moral obligation to

others, to the web of sociality that enables a common

existence, and a strategic awareness that every state and

community’s security is dependent on the actions and

cooperation of others.

The final cosmopolitan concept we advocate is care.

The idea of care ensures a particular focus upon the needs

of those made insecure in contemporary global politics

(Hutchings 2010, 214–15; Robinson 2011). In this sense,

global security becomes a practice oriented toward the

most vulnerable in the system, as its focus is upon the

weakest link in an otherwise strong and interconnected

global security chain. Collectively, this approach to cos-

mopolitanism understands global security (not merely na-

tional or collective security) as a universal good, one in

which the security of all states and all human beings is of

equal weight and all security actors (individuals, groups,

corporations, governments, and international organiza-

tions) have a responsibility to provide security.

The ethics of security that follows should ambitiously

seek this cosmopolitan end. It requires two key commit-

ments that operationalize the cosmopolitan approach:

the participation of all members of the global commu-

nity and a commitment to nonviolence. In practice, this

means that although security thinking focuses upon the

insecure, the practice scripts all members of the commu-

nity as security actors rather than security actors and re-

cipients. Consequently, strong states cannot legitimately

act unilaterally in the name of another’s security.

Furthermore, this participation recognizes that the inse-

cure are agents in their own and others’ security, and

that genuine and enduring security is best achieved

when relevant actors are included in deliberations

(McDonald 2012, 55–61). In practice, this means gener-

ating emancipatory communities whose vision of secu-

rity is localized, but where implementation involves

global actors recognizing mutual and interconnected

gain. The promotion of women’s rights in local contexts

is just one example of this practice. A cosmopolitan ethic

would have the global community (states, international

women’s organizations, and international institutions and

individuals) support the programs and practices of local

women’s groups seeking gender equality or women’s

rights. These programs would be locally designed and

owned, culturally appropriate, and reflective of the voices

of the women rendered insecure by the prevailing order.

It would recognize the security implications for women’s

rights programs elsewhere and future generations. The

support offered by global partners might be financial, lo-

gistical, or advisory but never dominant or oppressive

(see Hawkesworth 2006). In this sense, the application of

cosmopolitan principles proceeds through dialogue with

those affected as well as those who bear responsibility for

action.

The second key to operationalizing this ethic requires

a commitment to nonviolence. This is a major global

challenge. We argue that in cases where security interests

collide, relevant agents should take advantage of existing

global infrastructure (or further improve it) to harmonize

and negotiate outcomes through dialogue, rules, and

law. An example of this is the threat posed by so-called

“water wars” in the Middle East where riparian states

sharing the Jordan, Nile, and Euphrates rivers experience

preexisting political tensions. In 1985, this led then UN

Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali to declare that

“the next war in the Middle East will be over water, not

politics” (see Starr 1991). This linking of scarce resources

with violence reflects a realist ethic of security. However,

the capacity of these states to continue to achieve ongo-

ing water-sharing arrangements, despite regional ten-

sions, demonstrates not just an ethic committed to

nonviolence but also, presumably, an understanding that

conflict over water results in neither short- nor long-term

security for the region. However, there are undeniably

cases of recalcitrant actors, such as the current challenge

presented by the so-called “Islamic State” or Daesh. In

this case, their ethic of security (if it could be called that)

promotes violence against nonconforming identities. It is

an ethic of domination rather than security. It seems un-

likely that negotiation or nonviolent settlement will pre-

vent Daesh from instituting a violent, predatory, and

destabilizing regional order. Moreover, failing to ad-

dress the challenge posed by Daesh in a timely manner

allows insecurities to flourish. In such cases, careful and

lawful use of force may become regrettably necessary.

Although our ethics cannot be reduced to the “R2P”

(which is a hybrid of realist, just war, and liberal per-

spectives), it would be unacceptable for entirely
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preventable genocides to occur, especially given the

long-standing cosmopolitan commitment to prevent

grave abuses of human rights and to uphold and

strengthen the human rights system.

Our calculation here is not based on the double effect,

which goes too far to accepting great levels of military

damage in a just cause. Rather, it is based on a view that

Daesh is a serious threat that has no respect for basic fun-

damental human rights, peaceful coexistence between

sects and ethnicities, the preservation of humanity’s cul-

tural heritage, or the right to democratic and responsive

governance. In short, because Daesh threatens the rights

of others to live in ongoing security, lawfully applied mili-

tary force must be considered as one of a ranges of re-

sponses to reduce the threat they pose and to eliminate

the root conditions that allowed them to flourish.

This must be done, as discussed further below, with strict

consideration of the ethical issues surrounding the use of

force.

Yet resort to force, however compelling, ultimately

represents a failure of the international security system.

Furthermore, it opens the door to criminality, increased

trauma, and other chaotic effects. Force, even in service

of cosmopolitan values, risks damaging cosmopolitan

ends. This is why we would never endorse the notion of

a “cosmopolitan war.” The lesson from this experience

should be a commitment to analyze the long-term array

of conditions that enabled the rise of such politics and to

address those in all their complexity. The political, his-

torical, and strategic conditions that fuel the emergence

and appeal of groups such as Daesh should be identified,

and structural solutions for more just and inclusive

forms of governance put in place early. Governance and

security sector reform in Iraq, for example, is only the

most urgent of those conditions. The complexity

and size of this sociopolitical effort cannot be

underestimated; by itself, force can do little beyond hold

the line.

Far from the claims to naı̈ve idealism that are often

used to dismiss cosmopolitanism, we argue that this

approach to security is not just a moral good and ideal

type, but also a compelling strategic imperative.

Genuine global security cannot be achieved if security

actors are self-interested, negatively affect the security

of others, destroy the natural environment, or offer no

consideration of future consequences. Yet, despite the

mounting costs of such approaches, we are aware that

a cosmopolitan security order is difficult to achieve in

the current system, where many actors are unsympa-

thetic to its premises. There is no doubt that this ap-

proach requires the (in some aspects radical)

restructuring of the current international order to

become a normatively global one. New forms of global

cooperation and governance that are more deeply demo-

cratic, accountable, and sensitive to affected communities

must be pursued. This should not be confused with argu-

ments for world government, which we are not making.

We are, rather, arguing for cosmopolitan norms, princi-

ples, and ends, and we remain open to a range of institu-

tional and political designs (from the local to the

planetary level) that could put them into effect.

Difficulties in achieving these outcomes are obvious.

We recognize the persistence of the realist ethic of self-

interest and strong states outlined in the earlier section

of this paper. We similarly acknowledge the difficulties

encountered by the liberal ethic of security in seeking

collective rules-based approaches. Positing “humans” as

the central analytical unit and ultimate referent of secu-

rity gives the human security approach great appeal. We

are also sympathetic to the compelling poststructuralist

claim that modern practices of security are too often

wedded to exclusion, coercion, and violence. However,

the cosmopolitan approach differs from this range of

currently existing security ethics. Like the realist ap-

proach, the cosmopolitan approach recognizes a role for

the state and state-based communities in security but el-

evates neither as the primary referent for security; like

the liberal approach, it recognizes the value of interna-

tional institutions as security actors and facilitators but is

not wedded to the status quo power hierarchies or the

limited normative ambitions of contemporary interna-

tional society; like the human security approach, it sees

humans as a central referent object for security but con-

siders future generations and ecosystems as equally-

worthy security recipients; like critical approaches, it

recognizes that the meaning of security changes across

contexts, but is also committed to a universal interde-

pendent security based on nonviolence and inclusion;

and like poststructural perspectives, it understands

how security operates as a political technology but

optimistically (albeit cautiously) sees the possibility

of progress for security (Browning and McDonald

2013). As noted in our discussion of climate change,

the effects or implications of “securitization” warrant

careful consideration. Yet, the move to panic politics

or a focus on conflict, defense, and the state is not an

inevitable response to a security framing or register.

Rather, the effects of securitization follow from the

contours of particular security discourses, which may

have radically different conceptions of whose security

matters, and how this security might be protected or

advanced.

The remainder of this article is dedicated to two brief

case studies that operationalize the cosmopolitan ethic.
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We have chosen a so-called “traditional” and “new” se-

curity issue to demonstrate the wide applicability of this

ethics. The traditional security issue is force and large-

scale violence, whereas the second case study will con-

sider the questions of children rendered insecure by armed

conflict.

Traditional Security Issue: Force and
Large-Scale Violence

The containment of armed force and large-scale violence

has long been a central objective of the liberal interna-

tional order. This goal is embedded in the UN Charter,

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the

Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the

Crime of Genocide, in International Humanitarian Law

(IHL), and in global and regional security regimes. A

cosmopolitan ethics regarding force begins from this

starting point, but rejects Hedley Bull’s (1995, 182) en-

dorsement of the ambiguity in the liberal system, which,

while being “impelled to restrict and contain war, [has]

also sought to assign to some kinds of war a positive

role in the maintenance of international order.”

This puts a cosmopolitan approach into critical dia-

logue with two major contexts for thinking and policy-

making around force. The first is the dominant tradition

of ethical thinking about force—the just war tradition—

which while setting out valuable principles for the resort

to war and its just conduct, and making individuals a fo-

cus of moral concern, begins from a starting point that

war must be possible (Walzer 2005, 14). Even as tenets

of the just war tradition have been a profound influence

on IHL, and writers like Walzer (2005, xi) have asserted

that “just war theory has no temporal limits,” it has not

grappled with the costs and dangers of the war system as

a whole, nor put global security forward as an ethical

objective.

The second context is the global and regional system

of security governance—sometimes called “collective

security”—which has been marred by numerous failures

to prevent conflict, protect human security, prevent geno-

cide, address climate change, and support refugees. Such

failures are in fact embedded in international law: the UN

Charter has no coverage of civil war, and resorting to

force by a state within its borders remains unrestricted by

law (Gray 2004, 59–60). In a similar way, weak systems

of enforcement and damaging ambiguities around the

question of proportionality in IHL allow states to kill and

endanger noncombatants with relative impunity (Burke

2014). The UN Security Council is hampered by inequal-

ity and power politics and is in dire need of reform. A cos-

mopolitan approach asks harder questions about which

states and communities such collective security structures

serve, what insecurities and wrongs they prioritize and

admit into discourse, and why they fail to articulate and

serve genuinely global ends.

The cosmopolitan ethic aims to decrease the fre-

quency and severity of armed conflict, both between and

within states; reduce the proportion of national and

global income devoted to military affairs; pursue global

arms control and disarmament; and build and embed en-

during systems that prevent and resolve conflict and re-

sorting to terrorism (Burke, Lee-Koo, and McDonald

2014, 72–75). These concerns speak to the humanitarian

concern with conflict prevention and mitigation that is

an accepted, if flawed, element of the current interna-

tional security order (High Level Panel 2004; Annan

2005). There have certainly been many successes over

recent decades, but the war in Ukraine, the brutal con-

flict in Syria, and the never-ending war in Afghanistan

signal profound failures of international institutions and

diplomacy, and the persistence of amoral and destruc-

tive proxy war strategies. Such failures must be ad-

dressed by a cosmopolitan critique that exposes their

terrible costs in lives and basic security for immediately

affected communities, costs that then expand outward

to regions and the globe.

A cosmopolitan critique must also be directed to

prevalent forms of force and coercion short of war, in-

cluding deterrence and sanctions (Burke, Lee-Koo, and

McDonald 2014, 88–93). Deterrence remains the unof-

ficial military policy of most states and involves vast ex-

penditures that range between one and 5 percent of

GDP, regular military exercises and shows of force dur-

ing crises, and the maintenance of forces (especially nu-

clear forces) on high alert. It is, thus, a very costly and

highly risky way of preventing war, with other collateral

costs to human security such as sexual violence around

military bases, environmental damage, land expropria-

tion, and conflict with local communities. Nuclear

weapons complexes have created enormous risks and

damages through accidents with nuclear missiles and

warheads, nuclear testing, and numerous instances of

near use in conflict (Schlosser 2013).

Global governance regimes around security (and es-

pecially the Security Council) have limited capacity to

manage strategic stability, control arms races, and re-

duce security dilemmas, other than by issuing expres-

sions of concern. Cosmopolitan security theory argues

that it “is not the enemy in possession of nuclear or con-

ventional weapons that is the fundamental source of in-

security, but the weapons system itself” (Burke 2013,

19). It is thus time to accept moral responsibility for

their long-term costs and create institutional machinery
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that can actualize the global interest in reducing their as-

sociated dangers (see Booth and Wheeler 2007). This

should be firmly on the agenda of Security Council re-

form as well as regional organizations like ASEAN.

Until this occurs, there will remain a corrosive contra-

diction between the UN Charter’s insistence that “armed

force shall not be used, save in the common interest”

and the way that states jealously guard their autonomy

over their defense policy and force postures.

Most recently, this was exemplified by the way that

all five recognized nuclear weapons states (except

China) voted in the UN General Assembly’s First

Committee to prevent progress on a Nuclear Weapons

Convention that would outlaw the possession of nuclear

weapons and require their destruction. Rather than shift

disarmament negotiations under the umbrella of the

UN’s Conference on Disarmament—a move supported

by Pakistan, India, China, and 174 other states—nuclear

powers prefer to retain an incremental bilateral process

that is in perpetual danger of reversing (Reif 2014).

Given what we know of the consequences of nuclear use

and war it is profoundly irresponsible for these states to

refuse to embed their arms control policies in a treaty

framework that would require deeper accountability

to international society. Nuclear weapons remain a ma-

jor threat to humanity and the planet, and are a paradig-

matic case where a global threat demands a global ethics

of a cosmopolitan kind.

Cosmopolitanism has a fundamental moral commit-

ment to nonviolence and to the elimination of severe

forms of violence from global life. This is an argument

made strongly by Helen Dexter (2012, 129), for whom

cosmopolitanism’s deontological emphasis on the dig-

nity and preservation of life puts “the institution of war

itself . . . under question.” This viewpoint is ethically

compelling. At the same time, given the need to prevent

crimes against humanity, the strategic complexity of

contemporary deterrence relationships, and the dangers

of unilateral disarmament, there are cases when nonvio-

lence can be impractical or carry other risks to security.

As a result, we advocate a gradual but determined de-

militarization of global politics—a pacifism of ends

rather than means—which may, however, require re-

sorting to liberal means for cosmopolitan ends, with all

the potential ethical contradictions that entails. Any pro-

gram, however enlightened, for managing the role that

force plays in global affairs will be shadowed by ethical

failure. Although space here precludes an extended dis-

cussion of how this applies in practice, elsewhere we

have made the case for demilitarization of the web of

conflicts implicating India, Pakistan, and Afghanistan

(Burke, Lee-Koo, and McDonald 2014, 93–96) and

have argued that in nuclear affairs, it would support the

development of treaties to stabilize deterrence relation-

ships alongside more rapid moves toward nuclear aboli-

tion (Burke, Lee-Koo, and McDonald 2014, 91–93).

Even as it may seem challenging or impractical to elimi-

nate the means and practice of force from global poli-

tics, a cosmopolitan global security ethics demands that

we collectively work to build structures that will create

and preserve an ever less violent world.

“New” Security Issue: Children
and Conflict

According to UNICEF, one billion children live in a vio-

lent world. This enormous figure becomes believable

when one considers the current situation in Syria, where

World Vision (2014) reports that half of the 3.2 million

refugees are under the age of eighteen. The experiences

of these children vary according to context and personal

subjectivities. However, the UN Office of the Special

Representative for Children and Armed Conflict identi-

fies six widespread and grave violations against children

in armed conflict: their killing and maiming, recruitment

into armed groups, sexual violence, attacks on schools

and hospitals, abduction, and denial of humanitarian ac-

cess. Although this indicates the breadth of issues chil-

dren face, it is by no means an exhaustive list and

excludes, for instance, physical violence against or tor-

ture of children, children in detention, forced displace-

ment, or children born of wartime violence. This is not a

“new” security issue—children have often been rendered

insecure by armed conflict. It is only the recent appear-

ance of children in conflict on the international security

agenda, promoted largely by non-governmental organi-

zations, that renders it visible.

In each of the approaches to security discussed in this

article, we can identify an ethical approach to children’s

security. These ethics reveal an attitude toward chil-

dren’s “place” in the world, a decision that predeter-

mines their relationship to security. Both realist and

liberal approaches generally see children as passive and

apolitical actors in the international system (Lee-Koo

2015, 10–16). In this sense, they both subscribe to a

“caretaker” view of children’s rights—children are pri-

marily and often solely victims of armed conflict who re-

quire the protection and care of adult actors. Initially,

the protector role is the family. However, where the

family is unable to provide protection, realists see re-

sponsibility as falling upon the state. They argue that the

state is the child’s moral community; therefore, it is the

only actor (besides the family) that should have the au-

thority to direct and determine children’s well-being.
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This is reflected in the refusal of the United States to rat-

ify the 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child

(UNCRC) on the grounds that it enables international

interference in US families. However, the problem asso-

ciated with the realist reliance upon the state is that, as

Booth (2005, 5–10) points out, it is often the state that

is committing, enabling, or unable to prevent violence

against its own citizens, including children. Conse-

quently, the statist-driven ethic of security does not al-

low international oversight on the violence committed

against children in conflict zones.

The liberal ethic of security encourages such interna-

tional interference from institutions, regimes, and non-

governmental organizations. It encourages a rules-based

approach to ensuring children’s security in conflict zones

and has been the driving ethic behind the ground-break-

ing UN Security Council Resolution 1216 (1999) on the

protection of children in armed conflict and condemna-

tion of the recruitment of child soldiers. This has seen

several follow-on resolutions and efforts to mainstream

child protection into all international action in conflict

zones. However, the UNCRC promotes a top-down and

liberal interpretation of what it means to be a child that

many argue is based on a Western idealized model

(Pupavac 2001; Brocklehurst 2006, 11). This conception

stifles locally inspired visions of childhood and chil-

dren’s role in their communities. For the most part, it

does not see a positive or active role for children in

armed conflict, focusing instead on the protection

agenda as defined by the “six grave violations of chil-

dren in armed conflict” (Lee-Koo 2013).

The cosmopolitan approach outlined in this article

recognizes the importance of the protection of children

in conflict—this is a fundamental part of the care and

responsibility ethic. However, it also sees the ways in

which that singular focus creates a problematic agenda

that reinforces children’s identity as victims and en-

ables international moral judgment on failure of those

originally assigned with their protection (Manzo 2008;

Lee-Koo 2013). It therefore seeks to balance out the

protection agenda with its ethic of inclusion. In short,

it sees children as legitimate political actors who have

a right and a responsibility to participate where and

how they can in imagining and practicing their own

security. This may manifest in something as simple as

facilitating a child’s attendance at school in the face of

conflict, offering them training in leadership, providing

employment opportunities, providing support to care

for ill parents or younger siblings, or creating demobi-

lization programs or child-only or child-friendly pla-

ces, where children can play and interact free of

external political pressures. Research suggests that

where such inclusion has taken place, some children

have demonstrated a great capacity for resilience, lead-

ership, and peacebuilding (Lee-Koo 2015). A recent

example of this is the productive impact of the advo-

cacy of Nobel prize–winning Pakistani schoolgirl

Malala Yousafzai on girls’ education worldwide. The

global support afforded Yousafzai’s campaign and her

own independent activism demonstrates the capacity

for some children, when recognized as agents of

change, to generate peace and security outcomes for

their communities and beyond.

Unlike other adult groups often marginalized from

peace processes, such as women or ethnic minorities,

children’s agency is of course uniquely limited. Age,

level of familial support, wartime experience, and loca-

tion will impact a child’s ability and confidence to

contribute to their community’s security. Although

their capacities may be evolving, children can and do

imagine their own security. Whereas older children

and youth can contribute to leadership forums, youn-

ger children have a role to play as well. At a grass-

roots level, for example, children’s desires to play, go

to school, care for family members, be heard by

adults, and be free from violence demonstrates an “ev-

eryday” (de Certeau 1984, 14) imagining of security.

Such a quotidian viewpoint has an important place in

global security politics. The values of inclusion, for-

ward responsibility, and the categorical imperative of

security provided by the cosmopolitan ethic make such

ambitions an integral part of global security’s fabric.

This cosmopolitan ethic of empowering children to

design their own security is, therefore, also a strategic

imperative. In many postconflict zones, a majority of

the population are children. According to the World

Bank’s statistics for 2008–2012, Afghanistan, Angola,

the Central African Republic, the Democratic Republic

of Congo, Cote d’Ivoire, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Iraq,

Liberia, Mali, Mozambique, Rwanda, Sierra Leone,

Solomon Islands, Somalia, Timor Leste, Uganda, and

the West Bank and Gaza are just some of the postcon-

flict and fragile countries where children under the age

of fourteen represent at least 40 percent of the entire

population (World Bank 2015). Couple this with the

World Bank’s (2011, 3) claim that 90 percent of all

eruptions of war in the twenty-first century were reoc-

curring situations of violence, and there is a role for

children as custodians of security. In short, if the values

of security are to be sustainable beyond the present

generation, then children must be invested in it. They

must not be marginalized or disenfranchized from the

peace process (Watson, 2008, 36). The rise of youth

gang cultures in postconflict Timor-Leste and
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Colombia demonstrate the pitfalls of excluding chil-

dren from processes to transition conflict societies to

secure ones (Lee-Koo 2015, 286–87). Rather, the cos-

mopolitan approach encourages an overt consideration

of the ethics associated with describing children’s

“place” in the world. By labeling children as legitimate

actors and recipients of security, by ensuring that dia-

logue about security is inclusive of their experiences

and voices, and by recognizing the interconnectedness

of children’s local experiences with global politics now

and into the future, the cosmopolitan ethics outlined in

this article has the capacity to promote a genuinely

global security.

Conclusion

Security is going global. The most pressing security chal-

lenges in global politics are transnational in scope, often

driven by processes of globalization, and cannot be ad-

dressed by unilateral state action alone. These processes

are clearly central to the rationale for this journal. But if

recognizing the changing empirical context compels

changing the way we think about security, it also re-

quires us to reflect on the type of ethics that can and

should underpin a global security perspective. We have

made a case here for a cosmopolitan security ethic: one

in which security is understood as a universal good, in

which the security of all humans and ecosystems carries

equal moral weight, and in which all have a responsibil-

ity (albeit differentiated) to provide security. In making

this claim, we have suggested that existing security dis-

courses are underpinned by ethical claims that fall short

of recognizing obligations beyond the state or the status

quo and they encourage sets of responses that generate

harm for the most vulnerable.

Such a perspective is not without its critics, chal-

lenges, and drawbacks. For some critics, a cosmopolitan

approach may be dangerous, potentially enabling a new

vocabulary for justifying violence, illiberal measures in

the name of emancipation as well as further entrenching

a version of the status quo embedded in Western values

and interests. For example, this is at the heart of criti-

cisms of humanitarian intervention and R2P (Chandler

2004; Hehir 2012). This is clearly a danger of any uni-

versalizing set of principles, yet is hardly a compelling

case for nonintervention in the face of practices such as

genocide. Rather, these concerns suggest to us the im-

portance of reflexivity and dialogue as a means to con-

sistently interrogate our own commitments in the face of

complex practical contexts and ensure that more voices

are heard.

Conversely, others would view the project as imprac-

tical, requiring as it does powerful actors to view them-

selves as a means to global ends rather than orient their

concerns toward self-preservation or the advancement

of their immediate interests. The key institutions of

(national and international) security are largely geared

toward business as usual, whereas those with the power

to articulate and implement particular sets of security

practices are usually those who benefit the most from

the status quo. An alternative version of this objection

suggests that such a vision of global and collective re-

sponsibility for security fails to take account of “differ-

ential capacities to provide for security” (Dunne 2014)

or the “limits of knowledge” about the future impacts of

a given set of choices (Walt, pers. comm., 2015). For us,

however, identifying practical impediments to change

does not constitute a compelling moral defense for the

status quo. Rather, it suggests the need to explore how a

cosmopolitan approach might come to gain political

purchase and inform the practices of key institutions of

world politics. We not only acknowledge differential ca-

pacities, we seek to address them through efforts to cre-

ate new capacities to prevent grave harms and

insecurity. There are also ways of combining probabilis-

tic social science and social dialogue to develop future-

directed strategies that can be further adjusted and de-

bated as situations evolve (see Burke 2016). Space con-

straints here prevent a detailed examination of the ways

in which a cosmopolitan security perspective has begun

to find its way into an emerging conversation about se-

curity in global politics or how those with an interest in

advancing such an approach might go about it. We deal

with these questions in more depth elsewhere (Burke,

Lee-Koo, and McDonald 2014, 173–78). Instead, this

article has focused on the questions: Why is such an ap-

proach needed? What are the key contours of this ap-

proach? What might it look like in practice?

Focusing our attention on the dimensions of a cosmo-

politan approach to global security requires confronting

these difficult questions. Indeed, as we have suggested,

our approach raises complex ethical dilemmas around the

responsibility for providing security and the continued

role of community and belonging at the national or sub-

national level. It raises difficult questions about weighing

the needs of different groups of people and the harm fac-

ing them. This said, our ethics pushes for the creation of

cooperative systems that can harmonize interests and

meet diverse needs rather than oppose them. We empha-

size the need for dialogue as a means of better compre-

hending threats, imperatives for action, and their likely

effects in different settings, and with it the need for reflex-

ivity around the principles and their application in specific
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empirical contexts. Given the uncertainty and complexity

of interrelationships that must be confronted when ex-

tending our moral scope to the globe, such a commitment

to dialogue and reflexivity is necessary.

The challenges and dilemmas noted above are pro-

found, but dilemmas of interpretation, application, and

ethics are certainly not exclusive to this discourse.

Perhaps, more importantly, the practical challenges as-

sociated with operationalizing a global security perspec-

tive are not a compelling moral defense of the status

quo. The (changing) realities of global politics compel

new approaches to security, and such approaches must

be grounded in a better ethical vision of whose security

matters.
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