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The mission of the Journal of Global Security Studies is

to solicit and publish a variety of methodological, episte-

mological, theoretical, normative, and empirical studies

in the field of global security studies. The emphasis on,

and commitment to, diversity of voices and approaches

is a welcome addition to the international relations jour-

nal landscape and, in particular, to security studies. But,

it is a broad and ambitious charge—a charge made all

the more ambitious and potentially ambiguous by the

identifier “global.” What exactly is global security stud-

ies and how is it distinguished from security studies? In

this brief comment, I provide some suggested ways to

think about, and conceptualize, the term global in global

security studies.

Before turning to the concept of global security stud-

ies, it is worth a quick review of security studies so that

we can see the distinction. Twenty-five years ago, at the

end of the Cold War, Stephen Walt wrote a thorough

state-of-the-field essay on the evolution of security stud-

ies up until that point (Walt 1991). Walt championed

the “renaissance” that had occurred throughout the

1970s and 1980s in security studies and noted that while

the field had always been an “interdisciplinary enter-

prise,” it was easily definable because of its focus on the

“phenomenon of war,” with a particular mission of in-

creasing our collective understanding of the role of mili-

tary force in international relations (IR). In addition, the

“renaissance” of which he wrote was attributable to the

surge in positivist social science theorizing (principally

realism) of security issues.

In the twenty-five years since, security studies has

grown well beyond the traditional focus on guns, bombs,

and rockets and beyond the issues of conventional war-

fare, nuclear weapons, and grand strategy. To be sure, the

field still focuses on war and conflict, but the nature of

war and conflict has changed from many of its forms dur-

ing the Cold War. For example, while the threat of nu-

clear war and superpower proxy wars declined at the end

of the Cold War, the abatement of superpower competi-

tion contributed to, or at least opened the space, for a

spike in civil wars from 1985 to 1994.

This shift in the forms and trends of war produced a

wave of scholarship in the 1990s and the first decade of

the twenty-first century that fused IR and comparative

politics trying to understand and explain this outburst in

intrastate violence (Brown 1993; Lake and Rothchild

1998; Klare 2002; Walter 2002; Hoge and Rose 2005;

Kahl 2006). This scholarship identified a broad range of

factors influencing the new trends of conflict and political

violence—identity politics, nonstate actors, terrorism, cli-

mate change, resource scarcity, demographic stress, and

environmental degradation, among others. In addition, in

the wake of the particular forms of violence that occurred

within these new wars, especially genocide, mass atrocity

violence, and the deliberate targeting of civilians, scholars

and practitioners began to shift their attention from state

to human-level security concerns.

With these changes, security studies scholars also be-

gan to focus on new forms of domestic-level and interna-

tional-level prevention, mitigation, and response efforts,

such as early warning, preventive diplomacy, enhanced

peacekeeping missions, and many others. The subsequent

scholarship developed new understandings of the condi-

tions under which violence could be controlled and mech-

anisms such as those above appear to have led to a

relative, though not necessarily sustained, decline in these

types of civil wars since their peak in the mid-1990s

(Goldstein 2011). With the corresponding rise of globali-

zation and the surge of democratization in the interna-

tional system, this scholarship also identified and

examined the role of a wide range of domestic, transna-

tional, and international actors interacting with one an-

other at unprecedented speed and volume.

In sum, with the (near) absence of traditional inter-

state war after the Cold War, it was not surprising that

new forms of war, conflict, and political violence cap-

tured scholarly attention. Nor is it surprising that secu-

rity studies scholars have been asking new and different

questions about security. Those questions are generating

new and different types of theoretical, epistemological,

and empirical approaches. The result is that today we

are able to observe and understand a wider range of
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causal factors that simultaneously intersect and tran-

scend the state, the international, or the global system,

and the multitude of politics at play.

With this opening of the field, we now introduce

global security studies—an attempt to capture, reflect,

and encourage this breadth. Of course, the challenge is

that without some conceptual frame for the study of

global security studies, the enterprise has the potential

to descend into a grab bag of miscellaneous issues and

approaches cluttering an intellectual space without any

form or development. This is not to suggest, however,

that we need to impose strict limitations on the scope

and domain of the concept “global.” Rather, it is a call

to understand and make explicit the various types of

conceptions of the term global, so we position ourselves

to answer David Baldwin’s essential question when in-

vestigating social phenomenon: “Of what is this an in-

stance?” (Baldwin 1993).

The Concept of Global Security Studies

So what do we mean by global security studies? In per-

haps its most traditional form, the term global is a geo-

spatial empirical concept. In this sense, global security

studies references those issues where the causes or effects

(or both) of a particular phenomenon are found across

the planet, such as climate change, inequality, terrorism,

or environmental degradation. Another way to conceive

of global security studies is in terms of a broader scope

and domain of the field of study—a field of study that

opens the space for addressing micro-level human secu-

rity issues all the way to planetary threats.

Global as a Geospatial Concept

When considering global as a geospatial concept, we can

distinguish two forms. First, we can identify some issues

as global in scale. These issues are worldwide in either

cause or effect and are the product of, or produce effects

on, all, or nearly all, of the globe. Climate change, nuclear

war, global depression, and gender and racial inequality

are all issues that are worldwide in terms of scale. No one

on the planet—or very few—can escape from these issues.

On climate change, for example, while there may be sig-

nificant variation in terms of the intensity or saliency of

the impact on different parts of the planet, no part of the

planet is completely immune from it. The observed im-

pacts include changes to the planet’s physical systems—

ocean currents, glaciers, snow caps, permafrost, and

weather patterns—as well as changes to the biological

and human-managed systems—from terrestrial ecosys-

tems, to food production, to disaster relief and recovery,

to migration and economic development patterns.

Similarly, as Laura Sjoberg writes in this issue, gender hi-

erarchies and inequalities are a persistent feature in the

global political structures that define and distribute secu-

rity. These hierarchies and inequalities instill and perpetu-

ate gendered sources of instability across the planet.

A second set of geospatial global issues might be clas-

sified as global in reach. Issues that are global in reach

have the potential to reach almost any part of the globe,

though, unlike those issues that are global in scale, when

they do occur, their impact is usually local or regional.

Civil war and conflict, terrorism, environmental degra-

dation, demographic stress, and migration are a few ex-

amples of issues that are global in reach. Each are

pernicious and ubiquitous—and they may have spillover

effects—but they are by and large local or regional issues

and dynamics.

Scholars should be aware of this distinction between

issues that are global in scale and those that are global in

reach so as to ensure stronger analysis of the underlying

causal mechanisms and sequences as well as the potential

policy mitigation and response. Issues that are global in

scale affect a larger set of actors (and a correspondingly

large set of interests, identities, and values) with effects

that are more widely dispersed and challenging.

Furthermore, these issues tend to be more connected in di-

verse and convoluted ways with an array of emergent

properties that make them more difficult to diagnose and

to develop governance structures to control or mitigate.

Issues that are global in reach may also have high degrees

of complexity, but they tend to have more localized

causes and effects and require a different set of gover-

nance structures to address them.

Global Security Studies Conceptualized as
All-Encompassing or Universal

A second broad way to think about the term global secu-

rity studies is to conceive of it as all-encompassing or uni-

versal. This seems to be partly embedded in the Journal of

Global Security Studies’ mission to solicit a wide diversity

of articles. It is also embedded in Charli Carpenter’s recom-

mendation elsewhere in this forum to drill down into local-

ized security issues and include them under this broad

enterprise. This is particularly important for issues that tra-

ditionally have been marginalized or neglected in the field.

Opening the space for new forms of security opens the

space for new questions and for seeing the same informa-

tion through different lenses. To take one example, in the

study and analysis of mass atrocity violence, we have seen

direct results of a changing landscape for analysis. In

2011, President Obama signed PSD-10 and announced
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that mass atrocity violence constituted a vital national se-

curity interest to the United States. Traditional realists

scoff at this expanded notion. And yet, as we have seen

repeatedly in the past two decades, mass atrocity violence

shapes political mobilization, alters politics, and has

shifted normative and ethical debates, as Anthony Burke,

Katrina Lee-Koo, and Matt McDonald discuss in their

contribution to this issue. It has also led to a focus on the

effects of that violence as discussed in Jessica Auchter’s

contribution.

In the end, all of this has led to a change in state

behavior—including the use of all those guns, bombs,

and rockets—and has left realists and other traditional

security studies scholars trying to explain why so many

states, including the United States, deviate from stan-

dard predictive and explanatory expectations based on

power and interests defined solely by material capabili-

ties or threat. The empirical record suggests that states

act according to a strict conception of security and inter-

ests except, of course, when they do not, as Stacie

Goddard and Daniel Nexon suggest in their call for new

frameworks in this issue. Expanding the notion of secu-

rity for analysis gives us more insights into state behav-

ior, into the use and utility of force, and global politics.

By including new and multiple conceptions of global,

we are likely to gain stronger and more comprehensive

understandings of the various forms of security issues af-

fecting disparate regions and peoples across the planet.

The main challenges of the twenty-first century—climate

change, proliferation, demographic stress, resource scar-

city, environmental degradation, identity politics, and

pervasive inequality across class, gender, race, and

ethnicity—are all likely to be linked to twenty-first-cen-

tury forms of war, conflict, and political violence. The

world may not be more complex than past eras, but it is

probably fair to conclude that the world is differently

complex and will require us to think in new, creative, and

global ways about security and security studies.

References

Baldwin, David Allen. 1993. “Neoliberalism, Neorealism, and

World Politics.” In Neorealism and Neoliberalism: The Con-

temporary Debate, edited by David Baldwin, 14. New York:

Columbia University Press.

Brown, Michael E., ed. 1993. Ethnic Conflict and International

Security. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Goldstein, Joshua. 2011. Winning the War on War. New York:

Dutton/Plume.

Hoge, James F. Jr., and Gideon Rose, eds. 2005. Understanding

the War on Terror. New York: Foreign Affairs.

Kahl, Colin H. 2006. States, Scarcity and Civil Strife in the

Developing World. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Klare, Michael. 2002. Resource Wars: The New Landscape of

Global Conflict. New York: Holt.

Lake, David E., and Donald Rothchild, eds. 1998. The Interna-

tional Spread of Ethnic Conflict. Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-

versity Press.

Walt, Stephen M. 1991. “The Renaissance of Security Studies.”

International Studies Quarterly 35: 211–39.

Walter, Barbara. 2002. Committing to Peace, the Successful Set-

tlement of Civil Wars. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University

Press.

FORUM ON THE FUTURE OF GLOBAL SECURITY STUDIES 101

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/jogss/article-abstract/1/1/99/1842215 by U

niversity of N
ottingham

 user on 10 O
ctober 2018

Colette Austin



