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|Security
Security is a vital subject of study in the twenty-first century and a central
theme in many social science disciplines. This volume provides a compara-
tive analysis of the ways in which the concept of security is theorized and
studied across different disciplines. The book has two objectives: first, to
explore the growing diversity of theories, paradigms, and methods
developed to study security; and, second, to initiate a multidisciplinary
dialogue about the ontological, epistemological, paradigmatic, and norma-
tive aspects of security studies in social sciences. Readers across nine fields
are invited to reflect on their conceptualizations of security and to consider
how an interdisciplinary dialogue can stimulate and enrich the understand-
ing of security in our contemporary world. Analytically sharp yet easy to
read, this is a cutting-edge volume exploring what security is and what it
means in today’s world.

philippe bourbeau is Temporary University Lecturer in the Depart-
ment of Politics and International Studies at the University of Cambridge.
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1|A multidisciplinary dialogue on
security
ph i l i p p e bourbeau

Security is omnipresent in our daily lives.* From apparent trivialities,
such as locking the front door, wearing a helmet to cycle with the kids
on a bright Sunday afternoon, or remembering an increasing number
of passwords, to more significant issues like dealing with domestic
violence, monitoring nuclear proliferation, and limiting ethnic con-
flicts, security, it seems, is everywhere.

Likewise, the ubiquity of security in almost all social sciences discip-
lines is undisputable. Groundbreaking work by prominent criminolo-
gists has placed the concept of security at the centre of criminological
scholarship for many years to come (Loader and Walker 2007; Shearing
and Wood 2007; Wood and Dupont 2006; Zedner 2009). In Anthro-
pology, security is an emerging research area that has recently gained
substantial traction (Goldstein 2010, 2012; Hamilton and Placas 2011;
Holbaard and Pedersen 2013). Geographers have been active in high-
lighting the ways in which biopolitics, territoriality and resources deeply
influence security considerations and vice versa (Dalby 2009; Ingram
and Dodds 2009; Le Billon 2012). Security has been one of the para-
mount research themes in International Relations scholarship for a long
time, but only recently has this focus of this framework shifted, permit-
ting previously marginalized perspectives to be increasingly embraced
(Abrahamsen and Williams 2011; Adler and Pouliot 2011; Buzan and
Hansen 2009). In sum, scholars from all manner of social sciences are
turning their attention to the study of this complex concept.

Despite this demonstrated interest in security studies within a host of
academic fields, scholars rarely communicate their findings across
disciplines. Students of security do not approach the study of security

* I would like to thank Keith Krause, Vincent Pouliot, Richard Price, Juha Vuori,
and colleagues in the Department of Politics and International Studies at the
University of Cambridge for input and discussion on issues presented in this
introduction, as well as their helpful comments on previous drafts.

1
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from a shared paradigm, but from a variety of theoretical and concep-
tual viewpoints fragmented across disciplines. In some cases, these
various theoretical viewpoints are seen as competing against each
other; in most cases, however, these viewpoints are simply expressed
and developed in near total disciplinary isolation. Within any given
discipline, work done in the other social sciences on security is at best
briefly mentioned, at worse, politely ignored.

This book attempts to bridge these disciplinary canyons. The aim is
not to provide a comprehensive theory of security applicable across
disciplines, cases, and areas. We do not intend to offer a unique
paradigm within which to conduct research on security, nor do we
want to propose a unified or orthodox view of the concept. Rather, in
revisiting security from an interdisciplinary perspective, the book
makes two critical contributions. First, it proposes to take seriously
the prospect of a multidisciplinary approach to security. Such an
approach is both propitious and timely. The rise in electronic surveil-
lance, the prominence given to immigration as a security threat in
Western countries, the concern over climate change and environmental
degradation, the recent international interventions (or absence of inter-
vention), and the tension between liberty and security arising from
terrorist attacks, have mobilized security scholars to analyse the
role and the impact of security in our contemporary social world.
These issues, and many others, transcend disciplinary boundaries and
create the need for a multidisciplinary analysis of how, why, when, and
by whom security is deployed, constructed, institutionalized, and struc-
tured. Likewise, studying the strategies and processes by which security
is challenged and disputed also entails a multidisciplinary approach.
To understand how individual, local, national, and international
securitization is produced, reproduced, and transformed, as well as
how actors are differentially involved in these processes, requires a
consideration of different disciplinary expressions of security. If this
book gently shakes the relative disciplinary isolation of security
scholars and starts to move the conversation in the direction of a
multidisciplinary study of security, it will have achieved its objective.

The cross-disciplinary approach advocated in the present volume
offers several advantages for students of security. It liberates scholars
from pre-emptive rebuttal of their work as being only an importation
of work done in another discipline. Scholars are sometimes held dis-
missively to be borrowers or importers, as if these scholars took the

2 Philippe Bourbeau
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“easy road” by “simply” translating work done in another discipline
and tailoring it to their own research theme. International Relations
has been (and still is) particularly vulnerable in this regard. Take, for
example, the constructivist approach in International Relations – an
approach that stresses the social construction of world politics and that
is the current dominant perspective among International Relations
scholars (even in the United States), according to a recent survey
(Maliniak et al. 2012). Not so long ago, most constructivists were
regarded with contempt as merely translators of work done in soci-
ology (in fact, some would argue that such an attitude still persists in
certain sub-fields). Constructivists have gone to great lengths to justify
the merits of their approach in its own right, without turning their
backs on the fact that that approach has been deeply influenced by
sociologists. Acknowledging a multidisciplinary perspective in the
study of security invites scholars to move away from the binary dis-
tinction of importers/exporters by legitimising and reinforcing cross-
disciplinary dialogue. The approach also encourages the consideration
of how the different disciplinary understandings of security interact
and relate to one another. To be sure, some canyons might still seem
too wide to be bridged. Yet, unless we begin the process of opening up
cross-disciplinary dialogues on security, scholars might find themselves
endlessly trapped in their narrow, discipline-specific fields of inquiry,
reinventing the wheel again and again. A multidisciplinary approach
encourages scholars to seek external correctives to their own literature
gaps and go beyond in-field analytical stalemates.

This is not to suggest that anthropologists should become philoso-
phers or that geographers should become psychologists. I do not wish
to “discipline” scholars into embarking on interdisciplinary research
projects. It is not the case that all research projects must – or should –

be interdisciplinary. Nor do I want to suggest that interdisciplinarity is
always, by essence, enlightening. It is not. Work done in an interdis-
ciplinary space has both a dark and a bright side; it is not inherently
beneficial. Interdisciplinarity can, for example, be instrumentalized as
a disguise to justify a (often hidden) hierarchical understanding of the
relationships between disciplines: that is, to produce a unidisciplinary
study with “interdisciplinary sugar” on it. Translation problems can
also arise, in which scholars import a partial and incomplete set of
elements from a discipline to address a given issue, but leave aside the
more nuanced understandings of this discipline that have been

A multidisciplinary dialogue on security 3
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developed over the years in the literature. Although a parsimonious
shortcut might thus be obtained, it is gained at the great expense of
exactitude, richness, and complexity.

While acknowledging the importance of these issues, I argue that
multidisciplinary studies can offer a unique and insightful approach to
an issue, provided that they are structured in a way that allows different
disciplines to actually engage in a meaningful debate around a set of
mutual concerns. The contributors to this volume certainly demonstrate
that a healthy dose of willingness to communicate across disciplines
can go a long way toward enhancing, deepening, and strengthening our
understanding of the multifaceted expressions of security.

The second contribution of this book is that it offers a rich and
unparalleled understanding of how security is understood, studied, and
theorized within the social sciences. The contributions included in this
volume bring together essays by leading scholars in Anthropology,
Criminology, International Political Economy, Geography, Law, Phil-
osophy, Political Science/International Relations, Psychology, and
Sociology.1 Acknowledging that each discipline has its preferred way
of framing a research question, of searching for hypotheses, and of
conducting research, the contributors were asked to discuss and assess
the following four points:

1. Research questions
What are the fundamental questions orienting the research on security
in your discipline? Is there a large consensus about the benefits of
organising the scholarship around these central questions?
2. Theoretical perspectives
Are there dominant theories of security in your discipline? Which
perspectives are considered marginal? Is the primary objective of the
research to propose nomothetic theory building or idiographic
explanation?
3. Research methods
How is the concept of security studied in your discipline? Is there a
dominant research method? Do we observe a clear demarcation
between qualitative and quantitative scholarship?

1 The limitation of the present discussion to scholars from these particular
disciplines is not intended to imply that other disciplines have nothing meaningful
to say about security. They do. Sadly, however, a selection had to be made for
feasibility and length purposes.

4 Philippe Bourbeau
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4. Strengths and limits
What are the biggest strengths and limits of your discipline in the way
security is studied and theorized? Would a more interdisciplinary
approach to the concept of security help in reducing the identified
limits of your discipline?

Although the discussion centres around these questions, the contribu-
tors were strongly invited to go beyond a traditional literature review
to seize on the prime opportunity to push other disciplines’ boundaries
and encourage them to seriously evaluate the way they study and
theorize security. The results are insightful, commanding, and
challenging.

In this chapter, I introduce five unifying conceptual elements and
areas of common ground that a multidisciplinary approach to security
provides: (i) the referent objects of security are multiples; (ii) the
processual nature of security; (iii) the objective and subjective dimen-
sions of security; (iv) the instrumentalization of security as a tool for
some other purposes; and (v) the importance of methodological plur-
alism to a compelling and thorough analysis of security. The first
section of this chapter discusses each of these unifying elements in
more detail. The second section presents the contributions of each
chapter, focusing on the substantive research and analytical tools that
each discipline offers, while intertwining and situating these contribu-
tions within a multidisciplinary study of security.

Toward a multidisciplinary study of security

While there has been a tendency in the literature on security to consoli-
date the research into particular disciplines, a need is emerging to zoom
in on commonalities rather than differences. The time has come to
recognize and harness the strengths of each discipline, and to identify
fruitful commonalities that contribute to our understanding of secur-
ity. One of the objectives is to bolster current research on security by
moving the conversation away from disciplinary isolation; sophisti-
cated theoretical and empirical studies do demonstrate the veracity and
usefulness of elements of each discipline, an observation that calls
implicitly for further investigation into the complementarity of discip-
lines. Focusing on the factors that unite security scholars, rather than
those which separate them, can help us to consolidate security scholar-
ship, allow us to better connect our research with contemporary social
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world, and open new avenues of collaborative research that have only
been tackled in isolation in the past. As the contributions assembled in
this volume demonstrate, five unifying conceptual elements of security
can be identified. In the next few pages, I turn my attention to each one
of them.

Security has multiple referent objects

In the past two decades, scholars from a variety of disciplines have
broken wide open the box of the referent object – i.e., the question of
what needs to be securitized. The diversification of the referent objects
of security in all disciplines is striking. Whereas the state has been for a
long time almost the sole referent object of security studies in Geog-
raphy and International Relations, other referent objects have gained
(and are still gaining) increasing attention of late. As Le Billon points
out, while some geographers still consider geography as a discipline at
the service of statecraft and be deeply connected with state security
interests, others have engaged with broader security agendas, including
global warming, population displacement, food and health insecurity,
and disaster prevention. In a similar vein, while “national security”
was one of the signature concepts of International Relations scholar-
ship in the years following World War II, this field of research has
witnessed an explosion of referent objects of security. Security scholars
in International Relations have increasingly turned their attention to
the environment, ethnic relations, immigration, cyberspace, identity,
and gender issues, to name just a few.

While Geography and International Relations have increasingly
moved away from a sole focus on state security in recent years,
Anthropology has moved somewhat in the other direction. Some
anthropologists have lately begun to discuss security in the terms
established by the state. For instance, in the context of the United
States’ “war on terror,” some anthropologists have offered their
expertize on “enemy culture” in the hope of helping the United States
to wage counter-insurgency campaigns more effectively (the Human
Terrain System program). This approach, which represents the main-
stream perspective that has lost its hegemony in Geography and
International Relations, is considered marginal in Anthropology.
Yet, the mere existence and influence of this approach in a discipline
such as Anthropology is revealing of the increasing diversification of
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referent objects of security in social sciences. In other words, while
the diversification of security referent objects has caused a shift away
from national security in the disciplines of geography and Inter-
national Relations, it has led in Anthropology to a renewed focus
on the state’s defined security imperatives.

Not everyone sees the explosion of referent objects in positive terms,
however. In Geography, scholars have argued for the need for a closer
engagement with issues of war and peace. For some, the vitality and
relevance of Geography “is sustained by engaging relevant topics and
other disciplines: the key, real world issue is war and peace, and peace
studies is the relevant body of literature” (Flint 2003, 166). Flint’s
exhortation suggests that, rather than casting itself as a vector for the
diversification of security referent objects, one of the biggest contribu-
tions that Geography can make to the study of security is precisely not
to deviate from its focus on war.

The most vocal resistance to a wider understanding of security
referent objects has come from International Relations. Scholars have
argued that an “excessive” expansion of security studies threatens its
intellectual coherence. According to “orthodox” or “traditional”
security scholars, any field of study – even such a massive one as
security studies in International Relations – cannot and should not be
too elastic. Even though they are sometimes artificial, biased, and
restrictive, boundaries are nonetheless a fundamental axiom of a field
of research (Miller 2010). Advocates of this standpoint have forcefully
argued that to study security is to study “the conditions that make the
use of [military] force more likely, the ways that the use of force affects
individuals, states, and societies, and the specific policies that states
adopt in order to prepare for, prevent, or engage in war” (Walt 1991,
212, see also Wohlforth 2009). For most critical-theory-attuned secur-
ity scholars, this call exemplified the narrow and obtuse nature of the
orthodox strand of security studies; for orthodox security scholars,
however, it represented a much-needed attempt to provide the field
with coherence and delimitation.

In many respects, these calls for understanding security only in
military terms are not only strikingly unidisciplinary in nature but also
seem to speak to what security studies should be rather than offering
an analysis of current expressions of security. Clearly, other issues than
war have entered the realm of security in the past decades, and defining
security as (only) the study of the role of military forces in war does not
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sit well with the vast majority of the literature discussed in this book.
Equally, it makes very little sense to exclude the use of military force
from security studies – an argument rarely heard in some critical
security studies journals. Instead of searching for what security
scholars should be studying, which incidentally increases the likelihood
of proliferating calls for scholarly closure, the central questions that all
contributors to this volume underscore are: why do some issues get
securitized and not others?; do all the referent objects of security
possess the same significance?; does the interaction of referent objects,
and consequently security itself, express itself in scalar terms, or not?

Security is processual

Security is not a fixed attribute or a dispositional quality, but a
dynamic and complex process. It is constantly in flux and it does not
express itself in a flat, stable or variation-free way. Security, then, does
not imply finality, as the process can never be fully completed; security
needs to be produced and reproduced all the time. This understanding
of security dislodges the scholarship from a research programme that
seeks to capture the essence of security, and it consolidates studies on
how, when, why, and to what effects an issue becomes securitized.

Several disciplines explicitly recognize that security is processual.
Critical anthropologists understand security not as a reality immanent
in the public arena but as a process that is produced, reproduced, and
transformed through cultural and political forces at work in contem-
porary societies. In International Law, the process of security is often
put in place and then invoked to justify measures that deviate from
rules that would otherwise apply. Geographers have recently focused
much of their attention on how particular issues are framed within
security narratives and practices. Starting from the premise that
framing a phenomenon as a security issue is both a performative event
and a social process, geographers have focused much of their attention
on underscoring the descriptive, prescriptive, and reflexive aspects of
the processes of securitization. Equally, many criminologists under-
stand security as a process founded in ambiguity, uncertainty, and
incompleteness. As Jan Froestad, Clifford Shearing, and Melani van
der Merve points out, multiple calls have been made by criminologists
to embrace the study of security rather than to fight it, precisely
because security does not breed certainty.
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A similar situation is arising in Sociology, where an increasing
number of scholars are advocating for a break from the traditional
focus on attributes and vectors of economic security or food security to
a study of the institutional, discursive, and ‘practice’ processes by
which certain phenomena get to be classified as security issues. In
International Relations, one of the most dynamic strands in security
studies of late has been research on the process of integrating an issue
into security frameworks. Debates persist as to whether the process
follows the logic of exception, which holds that speech acts labelling an
issue as an existential security threat best explain the securitization
process, or the logic of routine, which contends that issues become
securitized through the routinized practices of particular social agents
(Bourbeau 2014a). Yet, scholars on both sides of the fence share the
consensus that security is processual.

In a related way, if security is a process that is constructed, recon-
structed and transformed time and time again, then surely the study of
security invites analysis of other social mechanisms occurring prior,
concurrently, and subsequently to security. For instance, Werner,
inspired by the work of Judith Shklar (1986), juxtaposes the logic of
security with the logic of legalism in order to highlight and to illustrate
why lawyers find it increasingly difficult to accept that international
law in fact contain provisions that prioritize the logic of security over
the logic of legalism. Such lawyers have, consequently, sought to
contain, limit, and fight the logic of security by subjecting it to inter-
national legal standards and accepted canons of interpretations.
Whereas the politicization process seem to remain within the disciplin-
ary boundaries of International Relations and has been hypothesized
as a process that leads to security on some occasions (Williams 2011;
Zürn et al. 2012), desecuritization (broadly defined as the unmaking of
the securitization process) is studied in both Geography and in Inter-
national Relations. Geographers, such as Hyndman (2007), have
argued for the need for desecuritization, on the grounds that security
practices create uneven contemporary regimes of power, while heated
debates are currently unfolding in International Relations concerning
the ethics of desecuritization (Browning and McDonald 2013; Floyd
2014; Hansen 2012; Vuori 2011). Resilience is another social mechan-
isms interacting with the process of security in Psychology, Geography,
and International Relations, where it is interpreted, respectively, as the
capacity of an individual to bounce back following a threatening event,
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the ability of an ecosystem to adapt and regain its equilibrium after a
disturbance, and the pattern of adjustments adopted by a society or
an individual in the face of endogenous/exogenous shocks (Berkes et al.
2003; Bourbeau 2013; Luthar 2003). Elsewhere, I have argued that the
process of securitizing an issue is the disturbance in the face of which a
resilient strategy is deployed in order to challenge, counter, and
debunk the dominant security-attuned reading of the issue at hand.
The collective strategy is not to take the issue out of the security realm
(i.e., to de-securitize it) but rather to build social and community
resilience in the face of an increasingly securitized world (Bourbeau
2014b, 2015).

Objectivity, subjectivity, intersubjectivities, and security

A central theme in several disciplines is the distinction between
objective and subjective dimensions of security. In Philosophy,
the objective/subjective dichotomy juxtaposes the idea, points out
Jonathan Herington, that security is the actual protection against basic
forms of violence with the idea that security is constituted by freedom
from the fear of violence. This debate exhibits striking parallels with the
much-talked about concept of ontological security (Giddens 1991; Kinn-
vall 2004; Mitzen 2006; Noble 2005; Steele 2008).

While the objective/subjective differentiation finds its way into Crim-
inology literature, it is at the heart of the scholarship in Sociology. As
Lisa Stampnitsky and Greggor Mattson note, sociological studies on
security are divided into two strands. One sees security as an “object-
ive, real state of affairs” and seeks “to measure the realities of security”
in fields of research including economic security, social security, and
family security. The other strand of literature emphasizes the subject-
ive, socially constructed dimension of security, including how individ-
uals perceive security dangers and the production of knowledge
associated with discourses about security.

In International Relations, the objective/subjective dichotomy goes
back to one of the founding texts of the discipline. In the early 1950s,
Arnold Wolfers (1952, 485) argued that “security, in an objective sense,
measures the absence of threats to acquired values, in subjective
sense, the absence of fear that such values will be attacked.” From
1950 to the mid 1980s, the focus was decidedly on the objective com-
ponents, with the military agenda of security questions surrounding
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nuclear weapons and their proliferations omnipresent in the literature.
In the late 1980s, with the end of the Cold War, the pendulum swung
to the other side, helped by poststructuralist and critical scholars who
argued that security is self-referential and does not refer to objective
threat; security is thus open to interpretation.

Psychologists offer a unique spin on the debate. Studies of inter-
group conflicts distinguish between realistic threat and symbolic threat.
The former refers to the perception by one group that its security and
very existence are imperilled by another group, while the latter refers to
the perception by one group that its way of life or value system is
endangered by the presence of an outgroup. Drawing a distinction
between types of threats is important, argue psychologists, because it
can have profound consequences on intergroup relations and their
potential conflict.

A good example of the diversity and disciplinary interconnectedness
of security studies can be found in the realm of human security. Indeed,
human security is a concern that transcends disciplinary isolation, with
anthropologists, geographers, psychologists, and scholars of Law and
International Relations actively participating in the debate (Eriksen
et al. 2010; Matthew et al. 2009; Owen and Martin 2014). Leaving
aside both the exhilaration and the lambasting which have arisen
concerning human security, the fact remains that the emergence of
human security as one of the most important referent objects of secur-
ity studies has put the objective/subjective divide at the forefront of the
scholarship. Caroline Thomas (2000), on the one hand, regards human
security as describing an indivisible “condition of existence,” while
Roland Paris (2001, 2004) and Kyle Grayson (2008), on the other
hand, contend, respectively, that the numerous definitions of human
security illustrate the inherent subjectivity and asymmetrical power
relations of the concept. Analysing the ways in which the objective/
subjective security divide is connected with the diversification of refer-
ent objects of security should capture a good deal of scholarly (and
interdisciplinary) attention in the near future.

Scholars have recently tried to reconcile the objective/subjective
divide by proposing a middle-ground position that accepts the exist-
ence and the complementarity of both objective and subjective security
threats. In laying out the foundations for her analysis of the link
between security and justice, Rita Floyd (2011) argues that while one
can accept that threats become security threats by virtue of social and
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political construction, some threats are real and objectively present
whether or not anyone has even taken note of them. Although Her-
ington disagrees with such a dualist position, he nonetheless acknow-
ledges that some philosophers have also started to move in that
direction as well (e.g., Waldron 2006).

Building on the objective/subjective debate, the idea of intersubjectiv-
ities has gained momentum of late in several disciplines. In Geography,
this discussion takes place under the rubric of space. On the one hand,
mainstream security geography understands space as a set of “facts”
guiding the elaboration of security policies. Using Geographical Infor-
mation Systems (GIS), for example, scholars can describe the spatial
pathways by which security threats are diffused. On the other hand,
reflexive geographers have proposed a wider understanding of space
that underscores the importance of intersubjectivities, social dimen-
sions, and the contingent historical particularities of spatial “facts.”

Intersubjectivities are a focal point as well in International Relations,
although most of the discussion in this discipline centres on the role of
political communities. Scholars have argued that, rather than focusing
on objective security threats (and their measurements) from which all
communities must seek to protect themselves, we might more fruitfully
focus on security as an intersubjective process. Different communities
identify some issues as security issues and not others, diachronically
and synchronically. Most scholars would not reject the idea that some
issues have nearly universal security implications or that some security
situations have less interpretation “space” than others. However, pro-
ponents of an intersubjective approach to security point out that, by
examining how a given community interprets and potentially securi-
tizes an issue, we gain insight into how security is expressed, conveyed,
experienced, and dealt with.

This standpoint dovetails neatly with recent psychological research
on security, although the latter focuses on groups rather than political
communities. This scholarship has indeed been arguing for some time
now that examining how different groups perceive and react to secur-
ity threats provides fertile grounds for theorizing intergroup conflicts.
A much-discussed hypothesis in the literature (which for some is now
an accepted and confirmed proposition due to the weight of favourable
evidence accumulated over the years) holds that greater perceived
threat is typically accompanied by greater xenophobia and greater
support for violent policies against outgroups.
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Security is instrumentalized

The instrumentalization of security – the idea that security, rather than
being regarded in absolute terms or as an objective to aspired to,
should be seen as an instrument or a tool for some other purposes –
can take several forms. The use of security, and in particular of
national security, for political purposes is well documented, whether
in the form of authoritarian regimes instrumentalising security to
legitimize their positions of power, or in the form of a democratic
leader invoking security to legitimize particular policy viewpoints on
a given issue.

Werner offers a unique perspective on the instrumentalization of
security. He argues that, in international law, security often works as
a “trump card” allowing agents to present in an acceptable way the
deviation from – or the annulment of – rules that would otherwise
apply. Readers attuned to Securitization Theory as developed by Buzan
et al. (1998) will find his discussion particularly insightful.

In broader terms, security is also seen, on some occasions, as a
neoliberal tool for governance. Strands of the literature in several
disciplines understand security, and the production of security dis-
courses, as representing regimes of power that produce vast inequal-
ities. The omnipresence of security and its ever-expanding jurisdiction
serve in part to reproduce and to legitimize time and time again a
particular neoliberal mode of governance. To be sure, most scholars
go at great lengths to contextualize and relativise this claim. They don’t
argue that security is by nature a neoliberal strategy for higher social
controls across time, areas, and cultures. While this claim constitutes
the mainstream approach to security in some disciplines (Anthropol-
ogy), it is a marginal one in others (Criminology, Psychology), and
a much-discussed alternative in others (Geography, International
Relations, and Sociology). Yet, in all disciplines, there is the notion
that the omnipresent, ever-expanding umbrella of security serves in
parts to reproduce and to legitimize neoliberal forms of governance.

Ronen Palan and Hannah Petersen show that a large section of the
International Political Economy literature understands security as a
social process at the service of the (re)production of a particular type
of governance by a dominant class. Taken in this context, security
represents the language of power and of domination by the ruling
class; in short, security is nothing less than a form of violence.
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Many anthropologists see security as a set of power-infused discourses
and practices that fully participate in neoliberal processes of creating,
consolidating, and advancing a particular socio-political order. Pro-
moting a “critical anthropology of security,” these scholars seek to
demonstrate that the process of securitization is coloured by and
maintained through the relation of power within a given historical
(and neoliberal) context. Geographers have also highlighted the instru-
mentalization of security as a neoliberal component of global govern-
ance. Scholars have talked about a neoliberal nexus between security
and biopolitics, or about security as an effect of neoliberalization. The
instrumentalization of security has also been a key research theme in
Criminology. Some scholars have criticized mainstream criminology
for viewing only the bright side of security, and ignoring the fact that
security is in fact a mode of governance that shapes societies around a
specific ideology of order. In this sense, security is seen as a discursive
practice allowing governmental authority to neutralize political resist-
ance and thus legitimize the institutional violence on which the
contemporary social-political order is built.

Yet, it would be a mistake to reduce security to a neoliberal product
at the service of state domination. Although security may be in some
instances a neoliberal device for governance, it has a wider range of
meanings as well – a point to which the numerous chapters of this
volume unequivocally testify to. The relationship between security and
contemporary global governance is multifaceted, and one of the fruit-
ful ways to tackle the complexity of the relationship might be to
combine insights from one discipline with expertise of another discip-
line. For instance, International Relations scholar Rita Floyd (2011)
has proposed to take seriously the morality of the process of securitis-
ing an issue. Inspired by the “Just war” theory developed in Philosophy
(McMahan 2002; Orend 2013; Walzer 2006), she argues that, if there
is an objective existential threat endangering a morally legitimate
referent object to which a security response is seen as appropriate, then
and only then will the securitising process be morally right and justifi-
able. Floyd’s approach is one path among many. As the reader will
discover, the contributors to this volume offers numerous, equally
strong propositions including among many others a combination of
Geography-attuned idea of the Anthropocene to Criminology to push
criminologists toward developing a security focus in their field, or a
suggestion to blend Psychological and Sociology’s work on symbols
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and symbolic security representations. Such an multifaceted approach
to security not only enhances our understanding of the possibility that
a multidisciplinary approach offers, but also provides further incentive
for taking a broad approach in analysing the complexity of the rela-
tionship between security and contemporary local, national, and
global governance.

Security invites methodological pluralism

Although each discipline has its preferred ways to frame research
questions that relate to security and, thus, to organize a research
design, a willingness to study security with methodological pluralism
is hard to miss upon reading the contributions included in this book.
The pluralism implies the transdisciplinarity of methods; methods
usually associated with one particular discipline are increasingly
employed in other disciplines. Take, for example, the experimental
method, which is closely associated with Psychology. A particular
strength of experimental research design, as O’Brien and Tropp remind
us, is that it demonstrates causal relationships between variables while
controlling for a range of variables that might influence relationships
among those variables. Yet, scholars in Geography, Anthropology,
and International Relations have capitalized on the strength of this
method – without disregarding the numerous concerns that have been
raised about the generalizability of applying experiments to real-world
situations – and have employed experimental research design in their
own studies on security (Gartner 2008; Johnson et al. 2014; Levy
1997; Mercer 2010, Mintz et al. 2006; Tucker 2012).

Another example of methodological transdisciplinarity is the use of
ethnography, which represents the main research method in Anthro-
pology. As Goldstein notes, ethnography grounds anthropologists’
“interpretations in the observed realities of life actually lived.” At the
same time, ethnography has also been employed in International
Relations and Geography, and has made a significant contribution
to the study of security in these disciplines (Ackerly et al. 2006; Cohn
2012; Hyndman 2004; Megoran 2006; Tickner 1997; Wilkinson
2011). Experimentation and ethnography are not alone; discourse
analysis, process tracing, content analysis, and statistical analysis
are methods found across the broad range of disciplines covered in
this book.
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There is another facet to this pluralism: increasingly, scholars use a
combination of research methods when studying security. Of course,
these scholars would not necessarily label their work as the “mixed–
method” described by Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, and Turner (2007).
Nor do all such scholars subscribe to James Fearon’s and David
Laitin’s (Fearon and Laitin 2008; Laitin 2002) provocative argument
that a research design should involve a combination of qualitative
research methods, formal theory, and statistics. Yet, a consensus is
emerging that one of the most useful ways to understand the multifa-
ceted process of security is by drawing evidence from several research
methods. The process of combining methods can take three forms:
first, an intra-qualitative (or quantitative) combination in which
several qualitative methods (such as interviews, content analysis,
ethnography, genealogy, and so on) are employed; second, a sequential
use allowing evidence obtained through qualitative research method to
be contrasted with – or enriched by – findings obtained through
quantitative (or formalization) research method (or vice versa); third,
a concurrent use where qualitative and quantitative data are collected
simultaneously in order to provide the most comprehensive analysis
of a particular securitized issue. As the contributions assembled in
this book show, Geography, International Relations, Psychology, and
Sociology all use sequential and/or concurrent methodological com-
binations. Overall, the incorporation of a multiplicity of research
methods into our quest to better understand security is both immensely
valuable and desirable.

The question of whether security should be understood in binary
terms is an important one to be raised in the context of methodological
pluralism. By and large, scholars have studied whether an issue is
securitized or not. The question of level, intensity, or variation of
security is, by contrast, rather underdeveloped and under-theorized
in all disciplines included in this book. Scholars distinguish between
un-securitized and securitized issues, but once an issue enters the
security realm, no further distinction is made. In other words, security
is largely seen as a one-size-fits-all concept.

This tendency calls into question the issue of how to distinguish,
label, describe, and measure variation in security. Variation can be
problematized across cases, across time, and across issues. This is not a
disguized attempt to squeeze post-positivist scholars within the con-
fines of a single and dominant model of understanding variation in
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security. The study of the level or intensity of security need not and
should not be limited to one particular epistemology. The main point is
that not all interpretations of a phenomenon are equal, not all dangers
are equal, and not all securitized issues are equal. It certainly seems
important for scholars to consider whether, for example, security
practices that relate to migration are more or less prevalent in one
country vs. another, and in one time period vs. another. It also seems
relevant to be able to determine whether migration is securitized to the
same extent as, say, nuclear weapons. And if a given issue is “more”
securitized than another issue, it also seems rather pertinent to be able
to pinpoint the knowledge mechanisms through which we have arrived
at this conclusion.

This speaks to the issue of generalization. While some security
scholars aim to present an understanding/explanation of security that
is applicable across cases and times, others bristle at the idea of
generalizing their set of arguments beyond the specifics of their par-
ticular study. While it is hard to dispute the (generalizing) claim that
throughout history, humans have sought security for themselves and
their loved ones, it is equally difficult to disregard the argument that
security has expressed itself quite differently across spaces and times.
Similarly, accepting the possibility of generalization within and across
the social sciences does not necessarily mean searching for all-inclusive,
comprehensive, or law-like generalizations. There are reasons to
believe that circumscribed, confined or contextualized generalizations
not only exist, but are relevant and welcome in the social sciences.
Surely, then, investigating the generalizability of security might include
problematizing the variation in security.

Several disciplines are participating in this effort. Philosophers draw
a distinction between “thick” and “thin” security. While the former
captures the idea that security is an inescapable component of an
individual’s state of being, the latter conveys the notion that security
is a mode of enjoying other goods. In Geography, one of the foci has
been to interrogate and to compare the spatialities of security issues in
terms of whether they were global, regional, or local (Ingram and
Dodds 2009). In International Relations, I have proposed to distin-
guish between weak and strong securitization in my comparative
analysis of legal documents, policy statements, and security practices
that relates to the securitization of migration in Canada and France
between 1989 and 2005 (Bourbeau 2011). Undoubtedly, initiating a
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dialogue among these ways of understanding security in scalar terms
will significantly enhance our comprehension of contemporary and
multifaceted expressions of security.

Organization of the volume

In Chapter 2, Jonathan Herington traces with unquestionable clarity
the philosophical evolution of the concept of security from the Romans
and the Epicureans to the contemporary usage, demonstrating that a
major shift occurred in the Enlightenment era. Whereas security was
understood in the pre-Enlightenment period as a sense of internal-
psychological calm attained through a detachment from religious or
political commitments, it came to be interpreted in the Enlightenment
as physical safety in the inescapable condition of war that can only be
guaranteed by a political authority. The work of Thomas Hobbes was
pivotal in this regard, argues Herington. Noting that contemporary
philosophers have treated security with relative neglect, he nonetheless
explores with great insight the current engagements of philosophy with
security, notably the metaphor of a balance between security and
liberty, that security is an “essentially contested concept,” and the
proliferation of untargeted surveillance of private communications
and public spaces.

Daniel Goldstein, in Chapter 3, explores the complex engagement of
Anthropology with security by arguing that in some ways Anthropol-
ogy has always been concerned with security. To do so, he draws a
distinction between “security anthropologists” and “critical anthro-
pologists of security.” The former engage with security in terms deter-
mined by the state, while the latter advance an understanding of
security as a set of discourses and practices producing particular social
realities and social differentiations. Goldstein underscores that anthro-
pologists are not “strict disciplinarians” but “omnivorous” and deeply
interdisciplinary scholars when it comes to the study of security.
Anthropology is thus superbly positioned, argues Goldstein, to make
sense of contemporary expressions of security and of insecurity, which
have become so complex that a single disciplinary approach is bound
to offer only a partial understanding. Among the strengths of Gold-
stein’s analysis is his illustration of the insights that critical anthropolo-
gists of security bring to the study of the securitization of migration in
the United States. He contends that ethnographic approaches can not
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only reveal the repressive practices of both state and local govern-
ments, but can also uncover the strategies employed by migrants
themselves to contest these security practices.

Philippe Le Billon splendidly makes the case for taking a critical
stance on security in Geography in Chapter 4. Wanting to move
beyond the traditional understanding of Geography as a discipline in
the service of statecraft (particularly with issues involving national
security), he shows that geographers have engaged with broader secur-
ity agendas, including human security and environmental security. Le
Billon convincingly demonstrates that geographers have also been
particularly interested in sites of desecuritization where, on the one
hand, the impact of spatial security representations, discourses and
practices on social power relations is exposed, and, on the other hand,
alternative narratives are proposed.

Lisa Stampnitzky and Greggor Mattson, in Chapter 5, explore how
Sociology theorizes and studies security. They argue that the study of
security within Sociology is bifurcated, with a small but robust trad-
ition that studies political security alongside other disciplines, while the
disciplinary core has focused on social, economic, or interpersonal
insecurity. In comparing these two sociological conceptualizations,
the authors suggest that scholars should distinguish between political
security as an explicit object of discourse and practice, and security as a
broader category of cultural understandings of safety and disorder.
They conclude with a univocal and compelling message: one of Sociol-
ogy’s unique contributions to a multidisciplinary study of security is to
provide tools to examine the relationships among these different kinds
of (in)security – connections that are lost when research focuses solely
on external threats to the nation at the expense of internal, domestic
processes.

In Chapter 6, Philippe Bourbeau, Thierry Balzacq, and Myriam
Dunn Cavelty celebrate the eclectic dynamism of security studies in
International Relations. They discuss three preconceptions or myths
that seem to be persisting: (i) that security’s typical referent object is
still national security, (ii) that American scholars produce mainstream
security studies while European scholars are the gatekeepers of critical
security studies, and (iii) that critical approaches to security are incom-
patible with methods generally associated with a positivist epistemol-
ogy, whereas orthodox or traditional approaches to security cannot
work with anything other than a positivist epistemology. They
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highlight works that cut across traditional divides and that shift the
discussion towards the factors that unite security scholars rather than
those that divide them to argue, ultimately, that International Rela-
tions is in a superb position to embrace and champion a multidisci-
plinary approach to security.

Thomas O’Brien and Linda Troop, in Chapter 7, examine how
the discipline of Psychology tackles the issue of security and insecurity.
Starting from the assumption that insecurity is an undesirable psycho-
logical state that people feel motivated to act upon and diminish,
they analyse the psychological factors that typically predict feeling
of security between groups. Focusing on intergroup relations, they
underscore the many factors that can induce (in)security on a phenom-
enological level, such as an individual’s threat perceptions, emotional
responses to conflict, and identity as a member of various social
groups. Studying these factors is central is gaining a better understand-
ing of situations in which a group seeks a renewed sense of security
through in-group protective measures, contend O’Brien and Tropp.
They conclude with a strong and coherent set of strategies to enhance
feelings of security, including the deconstruction and reconstruction
of boundaries between groups toward superordinate group identity
and dual identities.

In Chapter 8, Ronen Palan and Hannah Petersen examine the deep
interconnections between International Political Economy and secur-
ity. Their main claim is that, contrary to common perceptions, all
major theories of International Political Economy assume a connection
between economy, stability, and security. They raise the stakes by
arguing that attempts to ignore this intimate connection are bound to
lead to analytical failure. In urging scholars not to consider political
economy and security in isolation, Palan and Petersen expose the roots
and influence of various strands of political economy paradigms in the
study of security.

Jan Froestad, Clifford Shearing, and Melani Van der Merwe, in
Chapter 9, describe how strands of criminology have started to move
beyond the traditional focus on crime and crime management to
embrace the notion of security and of security governance. This is
a road littered with hurdles, however; the authors underscore the
relatively high level of resistance with which this strand of scholarship
is received by some fellow criminologists. Nonetheless, they argue that
if criminology wants to embrace the notion of security, the discipline
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will have to abandon its reliance on a Hobbesian understanding of the
management of human-to-human relationships as the foundational
order of security, as well as its reliance on the criminal justice system
as a set of responses to security threats. Readers will find their analysis
challenging and penetrating.

Finally, Wouter Werner, in Chapter 10, argues for a more methodo-
logically informed study of security in the field of international law.
His main claim is twofold. He first demonstrates that, although
methods seems generally left unconsidered, the literature is structured
by a well-developed set of assumptions that allow certain forms of
argumentative practices and exclude others, notably the widely shared
assumption that “international law is ultimately rooted in the consent
and practices of states.” Werner also shows that the logic of legalism
and the logic of securitization are very much in competition. Using the
case of the United Nations Security Council, he shows that the Security
Council is empowered to use security as a trump card that allows
deviation from rules that would otherwise apply. The fact that security
provisions prioritize the logic of securitization over the logic of legal-
ism in the highest political organ of the UN has profound methodo-
logical and theoretical consequences for international lawyers,
superbly contends Werner.
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2|PhilosophyThe concepts of security, fear, liberty, and
the state

jonathan her ington

Security language is opaque. When we hear or read the word “secur-
ity” we are often left to guess at its precise meaning: at the epistemic
and evaluative claims that are being made by the author or speaker.
In part, the opacity of the word “security” is the result of a complex
etymological history and a corresponding proliferation in contempor-
ary definitions of what it means to be secure. Philosophical engagement
with security promises to make clear the structure, content, hidden
value commitments, and (potential) incoherence of the concept as it is
used in other disciplines. From an explanatory perspective, precise
definitions of security give scholars a standard to assess descriptive
claims about the presence or absence of security and forge explanatory
linkages between security and other concepts (such as power, domin-
ation, and justice). Normatively, philosophical engagement with secur-
ity can help structure critiques of security policy, identifying the precise
values at stake and the hidden moral commitments of particular policy
approaches. Yet, by and large, this promise has gone unfulfilled. While
security seems central to many moral and political problems, sustained
examination of the concept by contemporary philosophers is rare.

In this chapter I seek to reignite philosophical interest in security by
uncovering some of the ways in which the concept has been both
understood and misunderstood. I begin by exploring the scarce histor-
ical understandings of security within the Western philosophical
canon, from the Epicureans through Hobbes and on to contemporary
political philosophy, identifying the key themes that arise within the
literature. I then provide an account of the structure of the concept of
security, which lays bare its relationship to contemporary debates on
the distinction between “natural” and “social” threats, on the political
significance of fear, and on the nature of rights. Finally, I identify four
key problems in moral and political philosophy – the balance between
state and individual security, between liberty and security; the status of
moral principles during emergencies; and the trade-off between privacy
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and public safety – where a finer grained understanding of security can
benefit normative theorizing.

I. The history of “security”

Contemporary usage of the term “security” includes an incredible
diversity of meaning.1 It can denote a type of financial instrument, a
psychological condition, systems of defense, a physical state of being,
and much more besides. While much of this contemporary diversity
appeared only in the twentieth century, it is the product of a long and
complex etymological history. In what follows I lay out a roughly
chronological history of the word “security,” highlighting the major
shifts in meaning and emphasis from its etymological antecedents in
Greek and Latin through to the twentieth century.

The ancients and ataraxia

The direct etymological antecedent of “security” is the Latin securitas,
which literally translates as “freedom from care” (from the phrase sine
cura: without care) (Oxford Latin Dictionary 1982). While there are
some important ambiguities, Roman and medieval usage of securitas
referred primarily to a serene state of mind (see Arends 2008, 269).
This state of mind was, in the pre-Christian era at least, intimately
connected with a quiet and reflective life disconnected from the baser
pursuits of politics, business, and society. In this sense, securitas and
the reflective life that accompanied it were not only seen as valuable
but were so virtuous as to be the “object of supreme desire” (Cicero
quoted in Rothschild 1995, 61).

This close connection between the early Roman usage of securitas
and a serene disposition is a product of its association with the Greek
concept of ‘άταραξία’ (ataraxia), which refers to an “impassiveness
(or) calmness” (Liddell and Scott 1940). This concept is associated
predominantly with the Epicurean tradition, which viewed the posses-
sion of a serene disposition as one of the prerequisites for eudaimonia
(“flourishing”) (Striker 1990). The Epicureans viewed the attainment

1 At least 20 different definitions of the noun “security,” a further 21 definitions
of the adjective/adverb “secure,” and 28 of the verb “secure” can be found
in the 2nd edition of the Oxford English Dictionary.
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of ataraxia as a purely internal project, not only unbound from the
concrete facts of an individual’s circumstance, but hindered by too
great a participation in civic life. Ataraxia, rather than something that
could be furthered by living within a functioning political community,
was to be found in detaching oneself from religious and political
commitments and pursuing a life of quiet reflection.

The notion that the Roman concept of securitas is synonymous with
the Greek concept of ataraxia is attractive, but there are two important
caveats to this simple story. First, securitas was not solely associated
with a state of mind, but also with the concrete circumstances that
made the attainment of that state of mind possible. While in early Latin
securitas may have straightforwardly referred to an inner calm, in later
Roman usage (c. first–third century CE) securitas became associated
with the Pax Romana, which assured the physical safety and political
liberty of Roman citizens (Arends 2008, 270). The printing of coins
declaring securitas publica and securitas perpetua during the tumultu-
ous reign of Gallienus typifies this shift, insofar as the coins formed
part of a propaganda effort to remind citizens of the empire that
underwrote their comparatively serene and carefree lives (Hammond
1963; Mathew 1943). The Epicurean notion that securitas was a
purely internal project was thus replaced by an acknowledgment that
concrete circumstances could undermine the attainment of tranquility.

Second, securitas was not always viewed as a valuable trait. The
literal Latin meaning of “freedom from care” imbues the term with an
ambiguous value: sometimes denoting an admirable quality of calm
wisdom, sometimes denoting foolhardy self-assuredness or careless-
ness (Arends 2008, 269). As the meaning of securitas shifted to encom-
pass the external circumstances that underpinned an individual’s
carefree state of mind, it further reinforced that an individual could
be unjustifiably carefree. Indeed, early Christian usage of securitas
referred to a sinful kind of certitude, and this meaning carried over
into early English usage of the word.2 Thus, as the connection between
securitas and the external world began to strengthen, so did the term
acquire a negative connotation.

While these points complicate the picture, the meaning of securitas is
dominated during the pre-Enlightenment period by an association with

2 See the use in Macbeth: “security; Is mortals’ chiefest enemy” (Shakespeare
1988, act 3, scene 5, line 31).
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a sense of internal calm and freedom from fear. The classic association
between ataraxia and securitas inaugurates the connection between the
concept of security and freedom from fear. This is security as a
psychological disposition – manifested as a defeasibly valuable state
of mind that individuals hold largely without reference, or in oppos-
ition, to their external circumstances. Some of this sense remains in
standard usage throughout the Latinate languages. In modern French,
sécurité principally denotes the feeling of being safe, and the Spanish,
seguridad, also holds a similar sense. Since the great works of Enlight-
enment political philosophy, however, the English language concept
has lost much of this meaning. We now turn to consider this shift.

The Enlightenment and asphaleia

Although pre-Enlightenment usage of securitas is profoundly influ-
enced by the concept of ataraxia, during the Enlightenment, securitas
(and in English “security”) came to be associated with an entirely
different Greek concept: άσφαλεία (asphaleia). In the Greek, asphaleia
is a negation of sphallô , which is a term associated with ancient
wrestling, meaning “make to fall, overthrow, (properly) by tripping
up” (Liddell and Scott 1940). Ancient Greek usage of asphaleia mostly
implied the physical stability of an individual or object, but, as Arends
(2008, 265) notes, it was also used to denote the stability of city-states
and empires. The most prominent example of such usage is found in
Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian Wars. In the famous dia-
logue between the Athenians and the Melians, asphaleia is repeatedly
used by Thucydides to denote the stability of the Athenian Empire (see,
in particular, book V, chap. 91–99). The preoccupation of the Athen-
ians is to prevent the bloody collapse of their empire and ultimately the
“overthrow” (here, a version of sphallô ) of their city-state by its former
colonies in violent war. Asphaleia, in this sense, bears a striking resem-
blance to the modern concept of national security.

The association between “security” and asphaleia owes much to the
peculiar intellectual trajectory of Thomas Hobbes, and the profound
influence of his thought on later political philosophers. Hobbes’s
first substantial work, written well before his influential political
philosophy, was his 1628 translation of The History into English. In
this formative work, Hobbes translated asphaleia as, variously: “assur-
ance,” “protection,” “safety,” and “security” (Thucydides 1843). The
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preoccupation with stability and protection within Thucydides’ work,
particularly from physical violence and war, infused the later Hobbes’s
work and his usage of the word “security” (see Schlatter 1945). In his
first substantial original work, The Elements of Law (1640), we see
the emergence of a political philosophy preoccupied with physical
safety, which he equates with security:

The end for which one man giveth up, and relinquisheth to another, or
others, the right of protecting and defending himself by his own power, is
the security which he expecteth thereby, of protection and defence from
those to whom he doth so relinquish it. And a man may then account himself
in the estate of security, when he can foresee no violence to be done
unto him. (Hobbes 1994, chap. 20)

Thus, writing Leviathan in 1651, he supposes that the “end of
common-wealth” is “security,” by which he meant the mechanism by
which citizens get “themselves out from that miserable condition
of war” (Hobbes 1996, chap. 17, §1). Furthermore, in Hobbes’s
subsequent Latin translation of Leviathan (published in 1668), he uses
securitas to refer to just the same concept of physical safety. Hobbes’s
use of “security” and securitas to denote physical safety is an import-
ant milestone in the history of the word and highlights that for Hobbes
“security” (and securitas) refers to the Thucydidean concept rather
than the Epicurean affect.

Hobbes’s interpretation of security not only firmly establishes the
primacy of the concrete over the psychological in the concept of
security; it also inaugurates the Enlightenment belief that security can
only be guaranteed by a political authority. For Hobbes, the legitimacy
of the state is dependent on its ability to protect its citizens “from the
invasion of foreigners, and the injuries of one another” (Hobbes 1996,
chap. 18, §13). Hobbes famously contends that citizens seeking secur-
ity can only achieve that end by subordinating their natural right
to self-defense to the state.3 Writing in a similar vein, Locke, in 1690,
considers that the tie that binds men and women in political commu-
nity is one that “secure(s) them from injury and violence” (Locke 1690,
book II, chap. 2, §8). Later figures, such as Condorcet, Paine, and
Rousseau, likewise saw security as a guarantee, given by the state, that

3 For a commentary on the moral basis of Hobbes’s political theory, see Sorell
(2007).
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citizens would be protected from violence against their person and
property (Rothschild 1995, 63–65). This is stated in even starker terms
by Leibniz, who defines the state “a great society of which the object is
la seureté commune (the common security).”4 The motif, running
throughout Enlightenment political philosophy, is that a citizen should
not merely be free from moment to moment from violence: She should
be assured that she will be safe. The association between “security”
and a guarantee is noted later by Bentham:

Man is not like the brutes, limited to the present time, either in enjoyment or
suffering, but that he is susceptible of pleasure and pain by anticipation, and
that it is not enough to guard him against an actual loss, but also to
guarantee to him, as much as possible, his possessions against future losses.
The idea of his security must be prolonged to him throughout the whole vista
that his imagination can measure. (Bentham 1843, chap. 7)

By grasping the sense of security as an assurance or a guarantee from
one entity to another, Bentham illustrates another important connec-
tion: that between security and the domain of rights. Indeed, in many
Enlightenment and industrial era accounts, security is enshrined as a
right that is one of the preconditions for the enjoyment of all other
rights. As Condorcet characterizes it: The “natural rights of humanity”
begin with “the security of one’s person, a security which includes the
assurance that one will not be troubled by violence, either within one’s
family or in the use of one’s faculties” (Condorcet, quoted in Roths-
child 1995, 67). For Mill, it was the case that security was “the most
vital of all interests” since

on (security) we depend for all our immunity from evil, and for the whole
value of all and every good, beyond the passing moment; since nothing but
the gratification of the instant could be of any worth to us, if we could be
deprived of anything the next instant by whoever was momentarily stronger
than ourselves. (Mill 1991, 190)

The French Revolution, echoing this concern for the necessity of
security, enshrined the rights to “la liberté, la propriété, la sûreté et

4 Leibniz, writing in French, employs sûreté to denote an objective state of being
safe, rather than the psychological feeling of being safe denoted by sécurité:
‘Ma definition de l’Estat, ou de ce que chez les Latins est appellé Respublica est:
que c’est une grande societé don’t le but est la seureté commune’ (My definition of
the State, or of what the Latins call Respublica is: that it is a great society of
which the end is common security) (Leibniz 1864, 143).
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la résistance à l’oppression” (Déclaration des droits de l’homme et du
citoyen 1789, para. 2). Whereas the state guaranteed each individual’s
interest in sûreté, the wider freedom from anxiety denoted by sécurité
was the preserve and responsibility of each individual (Rothschild
1995, 63). For political philosophers of this era, security is thus a
fundamental objective of all individuals that can only be gained
through the state. Rational actors seeking protection from the violence
of others form the state to safeguard this fundamental interest. More
importantly, the state is seen as necessary for the maintenance of
security, in stark contrast to the inner calm of Roman securitas, to
which it is at best irrelevant or, at worst, an impediment. The necessity
of the state to security thus becomes enshrined within the concept itself.

Contemporary work

Given this rich intellectual history, we might expect a great deal of
contemporary philosophical work on security. Yet while the concepts
of justice, liberty, and equality have all been thoroughly interrogated
and interpreted by contemporary political philosophers (see, for
instance, Anderson 1999; Pettit 1996; Rawls 1985), literature expli-
citly targeting the concept of security is sparse.5 Analysis of the concept
of security has largely been the domain of scholars in international
relations (and particularly the subfield of “critical security studies”):
producing reinterpretations of national security, human security, and
the process of securitization. This is not to say, however, that contem-
porary political philosophy has no contribution to make to the study
of security. First, philosophy is uniquely placed to help clear the
conceptual thicket that has accumulated around security, identifying
the conflicts and complementarities among the various conceptions of
security. Second, the content of the concept of security can be informed
by parallel debates within political philosophy on the status of natural
and social threats, objective and subjective harms, and the nature
of rights. Finally, long-standing debates within moral and political
philosophy on the status of torture, privacy, and emergency powers
may help inform discussions on the normative status of “security

5 The only contemporary analyses of security I am aware of within the Anglo-
American philosophical literature are Herington (2012), Waldron (2006), and
John (2011). This can be contrasted with the deep interest in the concept among
scholars in the Continental political tradition (see Foucault 2004; Gros 2012).

28 Jonathan Herington

D7B C 8 C7 3 3 34 7 3D :DD C  3 4B 697 B9 B7 D7B C :DD C 6  B9  ,1  
. 3676 8B :DD C  3 4B 697 B9 B7 3 4B 697 2 7BC D /3 0 3D C 4 7 D D D:7 3 4B 697 B7

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316227671.002
https://www.cambridge.org/core


policies” within other disciplines. Philosophical engagement with the
concept of security therefore ought to be a foundational component
of the interdisciplinary conversation.

II. A conceptual structure

Given the diversity of historical and contemporary understandings
of security (many of which are explored in other chapters within
this volume), it is unsurprising that security is often described as an
“essentially contested concept” (Buzan 1983, 6; Smith 2005, 27–28).
A concept (x) is contested when there are many conceptions of x(x1,
x2, . . . xn), each vying to be the proper definition of x (Swanton 1985,
811). While each conception may implicitly or explicitly agree to the
concepts’ “common core,” and there may be agreement that some con-
ceptions are clearly ill-fitting, no consensus exists on which of the reason-
able conceptions is uniquely fitting. This contest over the concept
becomes essential when x is an evaluative concept (e.g., liberty, beauty,
goodness, right), potentially constituted by a complex set of internal
parts, which requires each conception to make a judgment on the relative
contribution of each part to the concept’s overall evaluative character.6

The heavy emphasis on value commitments within these conditions
has lead most commentators to suggest that a concept is essentially
contested, rather than merely contingently contested, when “rival uses
of it express conflicting moral and political commitments between which
reason cannot arbitrate” (Gray 1977, 334). On a straightforward read-
ing of essential contestability, it therefore seems as though we have good
reason to suppose that security is an essentially contested concept.
It signifies something valued,7 it is internally complex, and its constituent
parts are held to contribute to its value in a diverse set of ways. Indeed,
definitions of security are seen as “derivative” of conflicting visions
of the “character and purpose of politics” (Booth 2007, 109).

Properly understood, however, “security” does not refer to a single
essentially contested concept. Rather, we can distinguish at least three

6 This characterization is derived from the work of Gallie (1955, 171–172), Gray
(1977), and Swanton (1985).

7 Cf. Baldwin (1997, 10–12), who suggests that security cannot be evaluative because
it is not the sole or primary goal of states. This seems tome amisreading of “essential
contestability,” since something can obviously be valued even if it is not lexically
prior to all other values or is sometimes traded for some other value.
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distinct concepts to which the word “security” refers (see Figure 2.1).8

First, security can denote a kind of social and political practice. This
view of security, predominant in the self-avowedly critical corners of
disciplines such as international relations, criminology, and geography,
defines security via reference to a set of social and political processes
(e.g., of control or exclusion) and practices (e.g., emergency measures,
“threat-defense” logics).

Second, we might view security as a particular mode of enjoying a
good. It is common to suggest that a person’s job (or property, or civil
rights) is secure, such that the term adopts an “adjectival” meaning –

wherein it is understood to be “a mode of enjoying other goods” rather
than a good in and of itself (Waldron 2006, 318). This strand of
theorizing on security is small, but it attempts to capture the sense in
which

“security” is not something we can have more of or less of, because it is not a
thing at all. It is . . . the name we use for a temporally extended state of affairs
characterized by the calculability and predictability of the future. (Valverde
2001, 85)

On this view, security is a “thin” property that does not entail any
claims about what kinds of things are valuable, nor their contribution

“Security”

Practice
(S secures y)

State of Being
(S is a secure x)

National Security
(“S is a secure state”)

Human Security
(“S is a secure human being”)

Mode
(g is secure for S)

Figure 2.1 Conceptual map of the term “security.”

8 This typology expands upon the account given in Herington (2012).
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to a referent’s overall state of affairs,9 but simply denotes a particular
kind of relationship between a referent (e.g., John) and a particular
good (e.g., access to water). Importantly, secure enjoyment of a good
is both a tensed and a modal relation. In particular, it is future-
focused, such that whether or not an entity enjoys a good securely
in the present is determined by facts about the future, and subjunct-
ive, such that whether or not an entity enjoys a good securely is
determined, not just by whether or not the entity actually enjoys the
good, but by whether the entity enjoys it in a range of possible
futures.10

Third, security can be thought of as a state of being. On this view,
it is a “thick” property of particular entities – states, human individ-
uals, communities – that is constituted by an evaluative judgment
about a subset of the entity’s overall state of affairs. This is, historic-
ally, the concept that has received the most attention from political
theory and international relations. While we sometime speak as if
there is an account of what it means to be secure simpliciter, in reality,
accounts of being secure are always accounts of what it means to be
secure as a particular type of entity. For instance, accounts of
“national security” should be viewed as accounts of what it means
to be secure as a state, while accounts of “human security” are
accounts of what it means to be secure as an individual human being.
Thus, for any class of entities, x, we might imagine an account of
what it means to be secure as an entity of that kind. We might
therefore have different accounts of what it means to be a secure
human being, a secure prisoner, or a secure state, without a fully
determinate account of being secure simpliciter. In this sense, this
conceptualization of security can be broken down into a number of
different instances of security as a state of being – that is, national

9 The distinction between “thin” and “thick” concepts is controversial within
moral philosophy (see Gibbard and Blackburn 1992; Williams 1981, 140–142)
but is a useful heuristic for our purposes. Roughly, thin concepts (e.g., hot, cold,
tall, bald) do not entail judgments about the goodness of particular properties,
whereas thick concepts (e.g., justice, liberty, virtue) do entail such evaluative
judgments, often because the property that the concept describes is thought to be
valuable (or, at least pro tanto valuable).

10 In this sense, security is an alethic modal property (similar to probability,
possibility, and necessity), which tells us about the truth of a proposition, not
just in the actual world, but within some subset of possible worlds (in this case,
the set of worlds that are possible futures of the present).
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security, individual security. Much like the concepts of brotherly and
romantic love, these concepts need not be seen as in contest with one
another, but simply as particular instances of what it means to be
secure as a particular kind of entity. We might therefore say that an
individual referent object, i, may or may not be secure as a type of
entity, x1, and may or may not be secure as a different type of entity,
x2, with no holistic sense in which that referent is secure.

Keeping these concepts distinct has inordinate benefits, insofar as
we can coherently discuss whether security practices (such as the
subversion of democratic processes) secure the kinds of goods that
are morally valuable. Likewise, we can analyze the connection
between individual security and national security, without claiming
that one is totally constituted by the other. Finally, this conceptual
structure has benefits for interactions between disciplines, insofar as
the study of the causes and consequences of security as a state of
being (e.g., by psychology, law, or development studies) can be used
to explain and critique the deployment of particular security practices
(e.g., by anthropology, international relations, or geography), and
vice versa.

Security as a state of being

Of the three concepts that “security” can refer to, perhaps the most
historically important is security as a state of being. Use of the term
“security” – from the Roman securitas to national security and
human security – is dominated by references to what it means to be
secure. Typically, such conceptions identify a set of goods that a
referent (the individual, the state, etc.) must enjoy in order to be secure
as an entity of that type. An account of human security might, for
instance, suggest that an individual must enjoy access to adequate
food, shelter, and freedom from violence in order to qualify as a secure
human being.11 Likewise, an account of national security might sug-
gest that a state must enjoy territorial integrity and freedom from
domination and provide a basic level of welfare to its citizenry in order
to qualify as a secure state (Buzan 1983, 19; Lasswell 1950, 51;

11 The content of human security is heavily contested; in broad strokes it can be
seen as involving the protection of “the vital core” or basic needs of a human life
(see Alkire 2003, 2; King and Murray 2001; Owen 2004; United Nations
Development Program 1994, 23).
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Morgenthau 1965, 562; Ullman 1983, 133). Each thickly described
conception of security differentiates itself through the goods that it
suggests must be enjoyed by the referent in order for it to be secure in
the relevant way.

Importantly, however, it is not just that the referent must enjoy
those goods; he or she must enjoy them securely. An individual is
secure not merely because he is free from violence today, but because
he can be reasonably assured of being free from violence tomorrow,
the next day, and so on. Indeed, it seems that part of what is distinct-
ive about thickly described security, as opposed to well-being or
flourishing, is that it connotes an assurance, or guarantee, that certain
goods will be reliably accessible to the entity.12 This suggests three
major points about the proper specification of the relationship
between security as a state of being and security as a mode of enjoying
a good.

First, the conditions for being secure as a particular entity can be
thought of as propositions of the form “i enjoys g,” where g is a good
and i is a referent that could hold or enjoy that good.13 The truth of the
proposition in the actual world tells us whether the referent will enjoy
the good, whereas the security of the proposition tells us whether the
referent will enjoy the good in a particular class of possible futures.
Second, it is important to note that not much hinges on the idea of
enjoying a good. I am not claiming, for instance, that a referent must
actually value the good in order to enjoy it, nor that the referent
must even be aware of her relation to the good.14 The point is merely
that the referent must in some sense “have” the good in question –

whether that requires legally possessing it, having access to it, or
possessing the capability to use it is a consideration that can be packed

12 This was recognized in the original UNDP report on human security, which
made a clear distinction between development and security: “Human
development is . . . a process of widening the range of people’s choices . . .
(whereas) . . . human security means that people can exercise these choices safely
and freely- and that they can be relatively confident that the opportunities they
have today are not totally lost tomorrow” (United Nations Development
Program 1994, 23).

13 In what follows, I will sometimes simplify the relation of enjoyment between a
referent and a good such that it is expressed as a proposition, p. However, where
I discuss the security of p one should typically assume that I am talking about
propositions of the form “i enjoys g.”

14 For an account of enjoying goods that does associate enjoyment with valuation,
see Kagan (2009).
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into the specification of the good itself.15 Finally, a great many differ-
ent things can act as goods within the proposition, but they must be
well specified. Speaking very generally, a good is just a thing or class of
things that individuals could have reason to value.16 Goods can be
concrete objects (e.g., a car), abstract objects (e.g., transportation),
social phenomena (e.g., diversity, cultural tradition), particular rela-
tions (e.g., friendship), events (e.g., a sunny day), and expectations
(e.g., anticipated utility). Any of these things can substitute for y, with
the only requirement being that it is felicitously specified. What counts
as a felicitous specification will, of course, be heavily contingent on the
good. In general, however, the specification of the good should include
consideration of the following questions:

1. Is the good a simple object (e.g., apples) or a quantity of some object
(e.g., five apples)?

2. Is the good an exact quantity (e.g., exactly five apples) or merely the
satisficing of some threshold (e.g., at least five apples)?

3. Is the good enjoyed in a particular mode (e.g., access to apples)?
4. Are there temporal components to the good (e.g., an apple a day)?

Getting the specification of a good right is important since it will affect
both the degree to which the good is secure and the degree to which its
security is valuable. For instance, our basic liberties will, in general, be
more secure than our liberty per se, and the security of enjoying those
basic liberties will, in general, be more valuable than the security of
enjoying all our liberties.

Given our discussion of the structure of the concept, we can now
provide an account of the common core of conceptions of being secure:

An individual referent, i, may be secure as a type of entity, x, if and only if i
enjoys a set of relevant goods, (g1, g2, . . . gn) securely.

This is just a preliminary account of the structure of conceptions of being
secure, and there may well be many more specific ways of capturing the
relationship between the concepts of being secure and the mode of
security. For instance, one way of cashing out the sense in which an
individual is a secure human being may be via reference to her secure

15 For instance, an individual may, variously, enjoy “access to shelter,” “legal
possession of shelter,” and/or “the capability to find shelter when required.”

16 I remain neutral between objectivist and subjectivist accounts of value. For a
comprehensive account of these different accounts, see Griffin (1986).
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enjoyment of the set of necessary conditions for being a human.17

Likewise, one might seek to restrict the relevant goods to only those that
are not strictly necessary but are, in some sense, the “core” goods for the
particular kind of entity (see Alkire 2003; McDonald 2008). Regardless
of the ultimately correct formulation, this structure provides a frame-
work for systematizing claims about what it means to be secure as a
particular kind of entity.

This analysis of the concept of security has two important implica-
tions for work in other disciplines. First, conceptions of being secure
require several different kinds of value judgment: including on the
kinds of goods that constitute security as a state of being, on the degree
to which each of these goods must be enjoyed securely, and on the
relative importance of the secure enjoyment of each good to the secur-
ity of the entity as a whole. Second, this analysis suggests that while
each instance of the concept of being secure might be essentially
contestable, this neither prevents us from analyzing the concept, nor
from tracing the connections among different instances of security
(state security, human security, etc.).

We can conclude, therefore, that though there is no contest over the
meaning of the word “security” per se, there are numerous contests
over what it means to be secure as a particular kind of entity. Further-
more, these instances of being secure are essentially contested by virtue
of the large number of value judgments required to constitute each
conception. The “common core” of each instance of being secure is the
model framework we established, and in particular, its reliance on the
notion of secure enjoyment. This establishes a clear framework for
thinking about how the notion of secure enjoyment is crucial to
accounts of what it means to be secure, and how each of these accounts
relates to the others.

III. Philosophical themes

While explicit engagement with the concept of security is almost non-
existent within contemporary Anglo-American political philosophy,
there are three philosophical debates relevant to the study of security
in other disciplines: the status of natural and social threats, fear and
security, and whether security is a good or a right.

17 This formulation was suggested to me by David Wiens.
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Natural and social threats

The first debate is between those who prioritize protection from other
agents and those who make no distinction between “natural” threats
and those from other agents. In some respect this debate will resonate
with those disciplines familiar with the broad and narrow conceptions
of human security, since it seems to pivot on the extent to which
security should emphasize the UN goal of universal “freedom from
fear” or “freedom from want.” Proponents of a narrow perspective on
the set of goods advocate limiting human security to physical violence
against the individual (Thomas and Tow 2002). Proponents of a broad
perspective are concerned with expanding the set of goods beyond
physical violence to include the social, political, and economic goods
they view as necessary for human flourishing (Ogata and Sen 2003).

The debate also applies, however, to the concept of “secure enjoy-
ment” insofar as what it means to enjoy a good securely may involve
claims about protection from all kinds of risks or merely those arising
from human agency. If there is a unifying theme to traditional accounts
of national and individual security, it is that they are concerned with
freedom from harms (whatever those harms consist in) that are inten-
tionally inflicted by other agents. For individuals, security is protection
from assault and murder; for the state this is protection from military
conflict and the violation of its territorial integrity. The intentionality
that characterizes these threats is crucial to the traditional account of
security and is commonly held to ground a sharp distinction between
safety and security.

Safety is a more general concern than security because safety requires pru-
dent protection from all probable dangers, whereas security is protection
from dangers arising from the illegal aggression of others. (Zack 2009, 91)

One way of systematizing this view is described by Pettit (1999), who
suggests that his distinction between freedom as nondomination and
freedom as noninterference can be understood, to a certain extent, as
different ways that noninterference can be secured.

To try to secure non-interference in the protection sense is to try and reduce
interference in those possible worlds where other people take against you or
you are not so cunning or whatever; and to do this regardless of the
probability of those worlds. To try to secure non-interference in the promo-
tional sense is to try and reduce interference in various possible worlds, but
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in a way that takes account of how probable it is that those worlds are ways
the actual world may be. (Pettit 1999, 74, fn. 7)

While Pettit is concerned only with the secure enjoyment of noninter-
ference, the two conceptions of security he describes may be generaliz-
able to the enjoyment of other goods. Roughly speaking, on the
promotional conception, the degree to which a good is enjoyed
securely is solely the chance of that good obtaining. Yet securing
noninterference in the promotional sense, Pettit suggests, can be
accomplished simply by ingratiating oneself with the powerful or
duping them into believing you are choosing according to their prefer-
ences and thus may involve leaving control of the good in the hands of
another (Pettit 1999, 74). This kind of obsequiousness may lower the
likelihood of losing the good, but, in an important sense, it does not
seem to protect the agent’s enjoyment of the good in a stable way.
What is required is to secure noninterference in the protective sense: to
reduce the probability of interference regardless of the different dispos-
itions that powerful agents may have toward you.18

Fear and security

The second debate is over the relative importance of subjective and
objective security. On the one hand, we might think that security is
constituted by actual protection from violence (or hunger, or political
oppression). On this view, security is important insofar as these goods
are considerations that matter gravely to our future selves, and current
protection of them is therefore essential to our future well-being. On
the other hand, we might think security is constituted by freedom from
the fear of violence and is important insofar as that fear itself is
currently debilitating – endangering our present (as well as future)
well-being (Goodin and Jackson 2007; John 2011, 70). Or we might
think, following Waldron, that security consists in some amalgam of
these two considerations, such that it

18 In later work, Pettit has clarified that this only renders certain domains
nonprobabilistically relevant to the analysis of freedom: the domain in which
“the endangered agent’s choice-dispositions vary” and the domain in which
“there is variation in the interference-dispositions of endangering agents.” It is,
in this sense, not equivalent to securing noninterference across all possibilities
(Pettit, 2008, 218).
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comprises protection against harm to one’s basic mode of life and economic
values, as well as reasonable protection against fear and terror, and the
presence of a positive assurance that these values will continue to be main-
tained into the future. (Waldron 2006, 320)

The debate over the subjective and objective dimensions of security
rages, not only in political philosophy but across political science,
criminology, and sociology.19

I would suggest, however, that the simple distinction between
objective and subjective security is misleading and obscures more than
it illuminates. Rather than thinking of subjective/objective security
as a single distinction, we ought to think of it as encompassing two
sets of distinctions. The first distinction is between the kinds of goods
that constitute thick accounts of security. On the one hand, we might
think being secure consists in possessing certain concrete or material
goods, such as freedom from violence, access to water, adequate
nutrition, and shelter. On the other, we might think that being secure
consists in possessing a certain affect of assuredness, tranquility,
and calm.

The second distinction is between the different perspectives from
which we might assess the secure enjoyment of these goods. On the
face of it, we can assess the secure enjoyment of a good relative
to the facts, the available evidence, or an agent’s actual beliefs (Parfit
2011, 150–153). We can think of fact-relative security as the degree to
which a good is secure given the actual facts, evidence-relative security
as the degree to which an individual would be warranted in believing
that a good is secure given the evidence available, and belief-relative
security as the degree to which a good is secure given an individual’s
actual beliefs about the world (which, of course, may or may not be
warranted). Thus, an individual whose evidence about her security
is obtained from crime reports in the local newspaper might be war-
ranted in believing she has a 1/100 chance of being robbed this year.
She may, however, believe that the newspaper and police are colluding
to hide crime and so hold the erroneous belief that she has a 1/10
chance of being robbed this year. Likewise, the newspaper reports,
though diligent and normally reliable, may be at odds with the actual
(objective) 1/10,000 chance of being robbed.

19 See, for instance, the concept of “ontological security” in Giddens (1991).
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There appear to be two major benefits to this more nuanced account
of the connection between security and fear. The first is a richer
explanatory toolkit for exploring the connection between fact-relative
security and the affect of security, such that the disciplines of psych-
ology, criminology, and political science can investigate the relative
importance of concrete, rational, and nonrational means of reducing
fear of insecurity. Second, the value of fact-relative, evidence-relative,
and belief-relative security may come apart, such that the precise way
in which security is important to flourishing can be identified and our
political ends modified in suitable ways.

A good or a right?

The third contemporary debate concerns whether or not security is
best conceived as a fundamental right to be honored or as a good to
be promoted (Pettit 1991, 231). The view that security is a right is
most prominent in conceptions of human rights, where it is taken to
signify a right to freedom from violence by other agents (i.e., a thick,
agential account of security) (Griffin 2008, 32–33; Shue 1980, 30).
On this account, security is a moral right insofar as all other agents
possess a corresponding duty to refrain from violating the bodily
integrity of the individual. Moreover, security is a political right in
the sense that political authorities (i.e., the state) have a positive duty
to protect each individual under their authority from a range of
“standard threats” (Shue 1980, 32).20 The protection of this right is
commonly held to be an either/or proposition, such that a failure to
provide a sufficient degree of protection is a failure to provide any
security at all. Moreover, the right to security is often held to have
special status over and above that which attaches to broader civil and
political rights such as the right to freedom of speech or democratic
participation. Henry Shue, for instance, claims that security is one of
four “basic rights” upon which all other rights depend, and that
protecting this right (along with the other basic rights) is necessary
for our enjoyment of all other rights (Shue 1980). In this sense, we
might think that the state has a strict and nonnegotiable obligation to

20 The idea of a “standard threat” is notoriously vague, but it identifies something
important, which is that it is not a failure of security if we fail to protect
individuals against highly extraordinary circumstances (Waldron 2009, 10).
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protect all citizens from the full range of standard threats to their
persons, regardless of what this implies for nonbasic or nonfunda-
mental rights.

Contrast this account with the view that security is a good, like
any other, that can be promoted and distributed in a number of
ways. One such view of security is given by King and Murray, who
define an individual’s security as “his or her expectation of years of
life without experiencing the state of generalized poverty” (King
and Murray 2001, 592). Though philosophers have not typically
discussed human security in these terms, this view has important
parallels with work on measures of poverty (Alkire 2003), and
the notion of basic needs (Brock 2009; Reader 2006). On these
accounts we can make interpersonal comparisons between individ-
uals regarding the degree of security they enjoy, summarize the degree
of security within a population (i.e., by simple aggregation), and
investigate various distributions of security within and between
communities. This view of security is undoubtedly behind the
common refrain that we can “balance” the provision of security
against the protection of our liberties. Precisely whether this balan-
cing metaphor makes sense, and what it elides with respect to
maximizing the security of the many at the expense of the liberty
(or security) of others, is a key pivot point for those who hold this
view of security (Waldron 2003).

IV. Security, liberty, privacy, and emergency

These debates have implications not only for theoretical work within
political philosophy, but also for work on the normative implications
of security practices in other disciplines. In particular, there appear to
be four debates – including the use of torture, restrictions on liberty,
intrusions into privacy, and the use of emergency powers – that may
benefit from a more fine-grained analysis of security. I briefly discuss
each of these in turn.

The first debate concerns the tension between the security of the state
and the security of individuals. This is a central concern of scholars
investigating the normative status of national security policies (in
international relations, anthropology, and law) and would benefit
from far greater attention from political philosophers. It has long been
recognized that securing the basic conditions that maintain a political
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order (authoritarian or democratic, legitimate or illegitimate) may
involve diminishing the security of some individuals (both citizens
and noncitizens). What is not typically recognized is that this tension
can often be redescribed as a tension entailed by promoting the
security of a great many individuals at the cost of violating the
right to security of some. This is most readily apparent in the
literature on the use of torture to prevent harm from terrorism.
Walzer (2000, 40), for instance, argues that in cases of “supreme
emergency,” the normal constraints against using torture lose their
force, and “a certain kind of utilitarianism reimposes itself,” (see
also, Allhoff 2012; Dershowitz 2004). Others argue that seeking to
legitimize acts of torture fails on utilitarian grounds (since it ignores
the downstream effects of weakening the norm on torture), and that
the “ticking-time bomb” methodology used to justify the supreme
emergency exemption is so implausible and extreme that our intu-
itions are unreliable (Brecher 2007). Regardless of the position taken,
however, the dispute is one over the proper distribution of individual
security rather than a question of whether state security has moral
worth independent of its instrumental role in ensuring individual
security.

The second debate concerns the tension between liberty and secur-
ity. In a seminal paper, Waldron discusses the common idea that there
is an optimal balance between security and liberty, such that just
as we are willing to place limits on our freedom to do as we please
to maintain security, we are willing to live with some degree of
insecurity for the sake of our liberties (Waldron 2003, 193–194).
One of the problems with the balancing metaphor, however, is that
it may obscure a more complex set of trade-offs between securing
the enjoyment of our basic liberties and maximizing our enjoyment
of liberty per se. We can envisage a case in which collectively maxi-
mizing the scope and scale of our liberties (i.e., by perhaps being able
to bargain away our labor rights or to enter into exploitative con-
tracts) involves the risk that the powerful among us may be able
violate our basic liberties. Indeed, this is precisely the concern that
appears to motivate Enlightenment philosophers, particularly Locke,
for whom securing freedom from the interference of the powerful in
the pursuit of our basic preferences (not to be murdered, robbed,
enslaved, or coerced) legitimizes the forfeiture of some of our more
peripheral freedoms. In this sense, while a tension between security
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(as a state of being) and liberty is evident, we should guard against
the view that security and liberty are “two sides of the same coin”
(Booth 1991, 319). Critical work in criminology and human rights
law may be advanced by considering whether limits on the scope
of our freedoms by security practices are justified by the extra robust-
ness of our basic freedoms that those policies may bestow (see List
2006, 217).

The third dilemma is the tension between privacy and security. Of
particular interest, to critically minded criminologists, for example,
is the extent to which protecting individual security justifies state (or
corporate) surveillance of individuals. Surveillance can take many
forms (e.g., close-circuit cameras, e-mail snooping), be covert or
overt, be targeted in different ways (e.g., at suspects, particular ethnic
groups, or totally untargeted), and be aimed at public (e.g., parks,
streets) or putatively private acts (e.g., homes, private electronic
communications). Of these types of surveillance, perhaps the most
relevant to security policy is untargeted surveillance of private com-
munications and public spaces, about which two major concerns are
raised. The first is that such surveillance is inherently wrong: either
because it treats all individuals as suspicious without evidence for that
suspicion (Hadjimatheou 2014), or because it involves showing dis-
respect for their dignity as autonomous individuals (Rubel 2007,
146). Such arguments are popular, but insofar as they show that
any and all untargeted surveillance by groups (be they the authorities,
individuals, or civil society) violates an individual’s dignity, they are
too strong. While many recognize the value of privacy (Bruin 2010;
Nissenbaum 1998), some proportionate intrusions into privacy (such
as metal detectors) seem necessary in order to protect individual
security (Rubel 2007, 141), and when in the hands of actors other
than the state, to protect other valuable ends such as democratic
accountability (i.e., such as when police officers are filmed by protest-
ors). The second concern is that, regardless of whether or not surveil-
lance is intrinsically wrong, it is often a necessary enabler of some
further wrong: such as racial profiling, voyeurism by operators, and
blackmail (Hadjimatheou 2014, 188). This argument has power,
however, only insofar as we think the introduction of untargeted
surveillance raises the risk of such wrongs occurring and that safe-
guards to prevent such wrongs (such as outlawing of racial profiling,
strict penalties for misuse by those in authority, and democratic
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oversight) are likely to fail. In this respect, the balance metaphor
seems appropriate in the case of surveillance, insofar as intrusions
into privacy in order to protect security may be made acceptable by
enforcing principles of proportionality, nondiscrimination, and
accountability.

Finally, we might be interested in the moral legitimacy of “securi-
tizing” issues outside the normal security agenda (Agamben 2005).
The securitization literature views “security” as social and political
practice, whereby the use of “emergency measures” is required in
order to protect some valued referent (Buzan et al. 1998, 25).
In general, the practice of security is viewed as normatively undesir-
able (Burke 2007; see Neocleous 2008; Waever 1995), but there is a
small literature that seeks to identify conditions in which the use of
emergency measures is justified (Elbe 2006; Floyd 2011; Selgelid
and Enemark 2008). What is noticeable, however, is that this litera-
ture has so far neglected the connection between the justifiability of
security practices and the protection of individual security (as a state
of being). Given a more complex conceptual structure, however,
we can see that conflict between the concept of security as practice
and security as a state of being is not necessary, and that the
value of the latter may provide a ground for the justifiability of
the former.

Conclusion

In this chapter I hope to have provided some taste of the ways in
which philosophy can demystify and deepen our discussion of the
concept of security. In particular, by applying the tools of conceptual
analysis to the term, and investigating its genealogical history, we can
begin to untangle the aporia of security. By making distinctions
among multiple senses of security and showing how these are com-
patible, philosophers facilitate the exceptional empirical and theoret-
ical work being done in international relations, anthropology,
criminology, and elsewhere. Likewise, other disciplines can inform
and constrain the work of political philosophy. Psychology and
cognitive science can provide important insights into the relationship
between evidence-relative and belief-relative security, as well as the
relationship between the affect of security and our beliefs about
security. Work in the disciplines of anthropology, geography, and
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criminology can inform questions on the feasibility of particular
security policies. Insights from international and domestic law can
likewise identify the dangers of instituting emergency powers and
licensing the legitimacy of violating legal rights in “special circum-
stances.” In this respect, there is much philosophical work left to do
with respect to the concept of security, and much to be learned
through dialogue with other disciplines.
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3|Anthropology/ies: Moving beyond
disciplinary approaches to security
dan i e l m . goldste in

As an analytical construct, “security” is either something entirely new
to anthropology or a basic element of its disciplinary foundation.∗

Anthropology has in some ways always been concerned with security,
understood broadly as the production and maintenance of social order
and the management of threats to the general social good. Some of
anthropology’s earliest disciplinary innovations were framed in terms
of social structures and the functions they served, providing for
humans’ basic needs while enabling them to deal with uncertainty (in
both the natural and supernatural realms) and to ensure the ongoing
continuity of their societies (particularly famous ethnographic
examples include Evans-Pritchard 1937; Malinowski 1922). Once
understood as a consensual, homeostatic mechanism for facilitating
human survival amid perpetual challenges, the anthropological con-
cept of “culture” could be seen as one of the earliest interventions
in a field that would later be called “security studies.” From this
perspective, as Pedersen and Holbraad (2013, 4) observe, “the history
of anthropology itself could be rewritten as a story about security.”

On the other hand, anthropological studies of security have only
recently begun to proliferate as anthropology, like other disciplines,
has ridden the wave of interest in security that emerged in the wake of
9/11. Deploying a contemporary understanding of culture as contested
and contingent, and grounded in a historicized, politicized, global
perspective, many anthropologists today regard “security” with a
critical eye. These anthropologists approach security, as they do other
social constructs, with characteristic mistrust. They consider security

∗ My thanks to Philippe Bourbeau for the invitation to participate in this
project, for hosting the workshop in Namur, and for his helpful suggestions on
an earlier draft of this chapter. Thanks to Philippe Le Billon for his discussant
comments at the Namur workshop; to Carolina Alonso for research assistance;
and to Robyn Rodriguez for some early collaborative work on the securitization
of immigration.
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as part of a larger process of neoliberal social transformation in which
states and societies worldwide are engaged. Security is understood as a
discourse, a way of perceiving, acting in, and talking about social
reality that is not innocent but infused with power and mobilized to
serve particular interests. I count myself among those who advance
what I have termed a “critical anthropology of security” (Goldstein
2010a), scholars whose ethnographies examine the role that security –

as a set of discourses and practices – plays in producing particular
kinds of political and legal order in societies around the world.

This chapter explores the diverse and complicated engagement of
anthropology with security and its deeply wedded counterpart, inse-
curity. It examines the elements of anthropology’s characteristic
approach that have proven to be especially productive for understand-
ing the “cultures of insecurity” (Weldes et al. 1999) that have emerged
in recent years, in different societies around the world. In particular,
the chapter explores one area of research to which anthropologists
have been productive contributors – the securitization of immigration –

to demonstrate the kinds of insights that a critical, ethnographically
driven approach to security can bring to contemporary political and
social issues.

Anthropology offers a unique take on security and insecurity in
contemporary society, grounded in a theoretical framework that is
processual, transnational, and decolonializing. Having long ago
abandoned older theories of functionalism and structuralism,
and having thoroughly internalized the critiques of postmodernism
and poststructuralism, anthropology today draws on theory from
sources as diverse as interpretivism, phenomenology, and Marxism
to understand its subject. Beholden to no dominant theoretical frame-
work, anthropologists of security draw on concerns widely shared
across the discipline. These include anthropology’s orientation
toward understanding culture not as product but as process, its
tendency to view all of human life as colored by politics and con-
testations over power and resources, and its insistence that non-
Western and frequently marginalized perspectives on global issues
be consistently addressed. Many anthropologists of security also
employ a critical approach to the state, drawing on the work of such
political theorists as Antonio Gramsci, Giorgio Agamben, and Michel
Foucault, among many others, to understand the workings of power
both within and without institutional structures of state authority
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and administration. This tendency to look beyond formal institutions
while not losing sight of the role of state power in contemporary
society is a critical element of anthropological theories of security
(see, e.g., Fassin 2013). Additionally, many anthropologists of secur-
ity today are concerned with questions of social justice and equality.
Breaking with older tendencies that insist on an objectivist distancing
from their study subjects, many anthropologists now take an
“engaged” or “activist” approach, specifically seeking to put their
knowledge, skills, and findings to work in the service of those whose
situations they study (for more, see Hale 2008; Lamphere 2003;
Skidmore 2008). This is not a universally agreed upon approach,
however, and represents an area of contention within the discipline
today (see Low and Merry 2010).

In what follows, then, I point to the ways in which the topic of
security is almost inescapably interdisciplinary. As the preceding
description suggests, anthropology does not manifest one single theory
of security or deploy one characteristic analytical framework for
understanding security and insecurity in contemporary society. Never-
theless, given the importance of security concerns within pervasive and
enduring frameworks of cultural reproduction, security should be
understood as a significant concern of anthropologists working across
an array of topics and locations (Maguire, Frois, and Zurawski 2014).
Anthropologists, the chapter shows, are not strict disciplinarians but
omnivorous consumers of conceptual models that enable them to
interpret effectively the situations they encounter in the field. While
they remain committed to an ethnographic methodology that grounds
their interpretations in the observed realities of life actually lived,
anthropologists look beyond the confines of their own discipline to
make sense of the complexities that they encounter in their fieldwork.
The anthropology of security, I think, is typical in this regard. The
diverse perspectives that anthropologists employ in the study of secur-
ity allow us to speak productively of the anthropologies of security,
which partake of a rich field of conceptual insights and include practi-
tioners from a wide range of disciplines. Given the overarching themes
of the present volume, such a conclusion demonstrates both the need to
move beyond any sort of strictly disciplinary analysis of security and
insecurity and the contributions that an anthropological approach,
broadly understand, can make to an interdisciplinary understanding
of security.
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Anthropologies of security

As the aforementioned example of “security anthropology” suggests,
the relationship between security and anthropology should be under-
stood as complex and multistranded. This can be seen in the diverse
sets of issues that these anthropologies of security address. Anthropol-
ogy engages a broad range of topics that other disciplinary scholars
might not choose to analyze through a “security” lens, both expanding
the range of what can be considered security issues in contemporary
societies and broadening the relevance of a security-oriented approach
to culture. Anthropological work has examined such diverse themes
as “food security” (Benyshek and Watson 2006; Pottier 2000),
“biosecurity” and public health (Collier, Lakoff, and Rabinow 2004;
Lakoff 2007, 2008; Lakoff and Collier 2008), and “cybersecurity”
(Dubartell 2006; Kelty 2005). Anthropological studies of security have
defined their sites both narrowly and broadly, ranging from individual
bodies and psychologies (Caduff 2012; Metz 2010; Owczarzak 2009;
Zeiderman 2013) to nations (Caton and Zacka 2010; Lutz 2001;
Masco 2006) to transnational corporations (Welker 2009) to global
communities (Feldman 2010; Stepputat 2012; Wilson 2005). Anthro-
pological work in these domains has considered the emergence of
“cultures of (in)security” and their formative impacts on the people
living within them.

Indeed, it is through the concept of “culture” – historically anthro-
pology’s signature concept, though one that in recent years has seen
waning usage by anthropologists themselves, even as it has been taken
up widely by others – that anthropologists offer a characteristic take
on security. From this point of view, security and its counterpart,
insecurity, are not a priori realities immanent in the public realm.
Rather, many anthropologists are concerned with the production of
security and insecurity, the ways in which these are generated,
imagined, and maintained through cultural and political forces at work
in contemporary societies. This is the case even when the issue in
question is national security itself. Fosher, for example, in an ethnog-
raphy of the daily work of those charged with making national security
in the post-9/11 United States, describes “U.S. homeland security as
practice, as something that is not monolithic but constructed, not
impenetrable but accessible to field research and analysis” (Fosher
2009, xiv). An ethnographic perspective on security makes real what
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is too often mystified by more “top-down” perspectives, illustrated by
Fosher’s descriptions of policy makers and frontline staff, their per-
spectives and practices, as they assume responsibility for the produc-
tion of homeland security.

Anthropologies of security are also dialectical. The discourse of
security, as Bubandt (2005, 280) has argued, is inherently tied to its
alter, insecurity; security entails the “constant manufacture of uncer-
tainty” and insecurity, without which security would lose all meaning,
and the political project upon which the modern state depends would
deflate (see also Beck 1992). A dialectical approach, of course, is
characteristic of anthropology across a range of issues that have no
relation to security,1 but it bears particularly well on efforts to under-
stand the many entailments of security in modern nations and commu-
nities. For example, anthropologists have examined the production
of a “security culture” in the United States, providing insightful
analyses of the ways in which national structures of security shape
daily lives – including domestic architectures and the behaviors that
occur within them – while offering a critique of the official ideologies
that support such structures (Gusterson and Besteman 2009; Low
2003). Other anthropologists have taken a similar approach to under-
standing the worldwide trend toward fortifying urban spaces (Caldeira
1996; Low 1997) and the production of public fear (Ochs 2011;
O’Neill and Thomas 2013; Skidmore 2003), which can include
the criminalization of racialized and sexualized populations deemed
to be “dangerous” (Valverde and Cirak 2002; Waterston 1997).
These approaches evidence a concern with what the anthropologist
Michael Taussig (1984) called a “culture of terror,” or what the
sociologist Barry Glassner (2010) has identified as the “culture of
fear.” People’s sometimes violent responses to terror and insecurity
(including the emergence of “extralegal” security apparatuses) are
also the objects of anthropological analysis (Burrell 2010; Deal 2010;
Goldstein 2003, 2004; Jaffe 2012). Other scholars in anthropology,
geography, and related disciplines have explored the material and tech-
nological dimensions of securitization, in border zones (Sundberg 2011),

1 The kind of anthropology I identify here has its roots in a Marxian approach to
social life, especially with its emphasis on production. But, I would argue, this
is a fair characterization of the mainstream of contemporary anthropology, one
that joins the semiotic with the material in an effort to understand their mutual
construction.
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airports (Maguire 2009, 2014), and urban spaces of surveillance
(Frois 2013). These studies, again as in other subfields of anthropol-
ogy, also offer richly historicized discussions of the security cultures
they analyze, grounding contemporary neoliberal structures of security
and insecurity in a diachronic framework (Gambetti and Godoy-
Anativia 2013).

In all of these cases, security and insecurity are understood as
processes, rather than products, within contemporary societies. Secur-
ity is constantly unfolding, subject to negotiation and contestation,
saturated with power and capable of producing powerful effects. From
this perspective, the well-known “Copenhagen school” (e.g., Buzan,
Waever, and de Wilde 1998) of security studies provides a ready
complement to the anthropology of security. “Securitization” – the
process by which some phenomena come to be identified publicly as
security threats, understood as existential challenges to “our” collect-
ive survival – is constructivist, processual, and symbolic, and so a
fundamentally anthropological concept that accords well with the
kinds of ethnographic approaches to security that most anthropolo-
gists take. Anthropological work on security contributes to the call to
“broaden” scholarly understandings of security, to look beyond
military- and state-based accounts to include domains more commonly
understand as part of civil society or the economy (Collins 2013). The
interdisciplinary field of security studies pushes anthropology to look
beyond local contexts, to relate specific ethnographic findings to larger
analyses of what is unavoidably a global regime of security and securi-
tization. Moving beyond the localities in which their studies are
grounded, anthropologists of security today situate their ethnographic
understandings in broader political and economic frameworks that are
historically the domain of political scientists, sociologists, or social
psychologists. This growing engagement of anthropology and security
studies speaks to the utility of an interdisciplinary conversation on
security, a point to which I will return.

But whereas much of the corpus of security studies focuses on
Western societies, the anthropology of security introduces an inter-
national and cross-cultural dimension. Some of the most interesting
recent work in the anthropology of security employs what we might
call an “ethnological” approach, one that examines local understand-
ings of security and insecurity comparatively and in non-Western
contexts and cultures. This research is critical for broadening our
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understanding of what security entails, and for recognizing the neoco-
lonial project embedded within some Western scholars’ approach to
security (Hönke and Müller 2012). Kent’s (2006) work in Cambodia,
for example, explores the culturally and historically specific ideas that
Khmer people have about “security,” contrasting these with more
hegemonic Western notions that these people associate with democra-
tization and economic liberalization. Kent argues that a situated under-
standing of security helps us to realize that “notions and practices of
security are ultimately cultural and embedded in deeply cherished and
often unquestioned value systems”; to apply universally any particular
definition of security, she contends, “though it may appear to be a
neutral, analytical tool, may actually perform as a kind of cultural
colonialism” (2006, 344). Similarly, Bubandt (2005, 276) observes:

When the global concept of security is contextualized in terms of local
political histories, it becomes apparent that “security” as a political problem
is neither unchanging nor semantically homogenous. Complex processes of
accommodation, rejection and reformulation take place in the interstices
between global, national and local representations of the problem of secur-
ity. These processes, in turn, are related to the political history of the local
ontological ways in which danger, risk and (in)security are defined.

Another approach to anthropology and security, rather distinct from
those described previously though sharing some common elements, is
advocated by a group of self-described “security anthropologists” who
lend their expertise to the US government in fighting its “war on
terror.” Rather than adopting a critical approach, these anthropolo-
gists engage security largely in the terms established by the state
(McFate 2005; Selmeski 2007). In an effort that has received much
public and media attention, these anthropologists seek to understand
“enemy culture” so as to wage counterinsurgency campaigns more
effectively, supposedly enhancing the security of local societies and in
the United States. This perspective on the relationship between anthro-
pology and security has been widely criticized (see, e.g., Goldstein
2010b; González 2007; Gusterson 2005; Price 2011) but is revealing
nonetheless. As other anthropologists have noted, however, the
engagement of anthropology and the security apparatus of the state
should not be reduced to its most public and problematic element, the
Human Terrain System (HTS). As these authors point out (e.g., Albro
et al. 2011; McNamara and Rubinstein 2011), there are many other
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ways in which anthropologists and ethnographers can work in the field
of “security anthropology” that differ from the sometimes stereotyp-
ical conceptions elaborated by its critics. The debate here again points
to the different conceptual orientations toward security that exist
within the discipline, and the different ways in which anthropologists’
engagement with security and security-making institutions may be
understood. It illustrates the ways in which ethnography and security
can be joined in the service of quite divergent political objectives, both
to bolster the national security endeavors of states as well as to
oppose them.

My own recent writing on Bolivia provides another example of how
security and related concepts can be differently configured “on the
ground” in a particular sociocultural context (Goldstein 2012a).
I examine the circumstances facing the indigenous residents of the
marginal urban neighborhoods of Cochabamba, Bolivia, where people
feel themselves to be abandoned to face crime and violence without
the protection of the democratic state and its rule of law. In response to
the absence of official legal guarantees operative in their communities,
many local people have themselves turned to violence, including the
vigilante lynching of criminal suspects, in an effort to create “security”
for themselves and their families. Ironically, even as they violate the
due process rights of their victims and demand harsher laws (including
the death penalty) to punish the accused, many lynch mob participants
assert their own “right to security” as the paramount right that trumps
all others and that justifies violence to attain. Indeed, even as trans-
national conceptions of rights have provided the fuel that recently put
indigenous social movements (and their leader, President Evo Morales)
in power in Bolivia, many indigenous residents of the marginal neigh-
borhoods regard “human rights” as a foreign imposition, an alien
concept that privileges the perpetrators of crime against its victims
and so contributes to the greater insecurity of their communities. My
writing on these topics explores the conjuncture of two powerful
transnational discourses – security and human rights – examining their
deployments and transformations in daily social practice to reveal
the ways in which “security” ultimately can work to defeat “rights,”
as violent local actors operate within and against national and trans-
national formations of politics and law.

My research, like other work on the anthropology of security, is
grounded in an ethnographic methodology, but draws on insights from
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history, geography, sociology, economics, political science, inter-
national relations, and legal studies to inform its interpretations of
local Bolivian reality. Similar intersections characterize the interdiscip-
linary study of immigration and security, a field to which my own
attention has recently turned. A close examination of the broad theor-
etical framework in which the “securitization of immigration” is
conceptualized demonstrates the utility of an ethnographic and com-
parative approach to the study of lived security and securitization
processes in contemporary society, both in the West and elsewhere. It
also reveals the various interdisciplinary borrowings and intersections
that the anthropological study of security characteristically employs –
while I cite many of the most prominent anthropological scholars of
this topic, I also invoke the findings of other social scientists whose
work has been influential for anthropologists studying this topic.

The securitization of immigration

During the last decade, migration to the United States has again come
to be seen as a threat to national security by both policy makers
and ordinary citizens. In the immediate aftermath of the terror attacks
of September 11, 2001, the US government introduced new laws
intended to prevent foreigners from entering the country, and to
increase the surveillance of migrants residing in the United States,
regardless of their immigration status (Cornelius 2004).2 Tellingly,
the administration in charge of managing national security domestic-
ally (the Department of Homeland Security) in the wake of 9/11 was
also tasked with the enforcement of immigration law. More recently,
the Latino day laborer – perceived as a threat to American jobs, the
health of domestic populations, and the stability of “our way of life” –

has emerged as a new kind of archetypal security menace (joining the
stereotypical “Islamic terrorist” in the popular and official imagin-
ations). In this context the “securitization of immigration” (Bourbeau
2011) – the public rendering, in discourse and law, of immigration
as a security problem – has shifted public attention from the nation’s
borders to the various localities within those borders where immigrants

2 However, as Brotherton and Kretsedemas (2008) have observed, we should be
careful not to overemphasize the significance of 9/11 in the control of
immigration: Many of the policies pertaining to immigrant securitization have
their roots in histories that well predate that event.
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work and reside.3 New sets of highly restrictive immigration laws have
emerged in various US states and municipalities, many of them aiming
to criminalize the very presence of undocumented Latinos on US soil.
Municipal, county, and state governments have passed ordinances
restricting undocumented immigrants’ mobility and limiting their
access to housing and employment. At the federal level, the Obama
administration has deported record numbers of undocumented immi-
grants under its policy of “Secure Communities” (Khimm 2012). The
very name of this policy approach to immigration frames the phenom-
enon as a security threat.

In this environment, marked by an increasingly securitized frame-
work of law and public opinion, US immigration policy today repre-
sents a new approach to national security. It reconceptualizes security
as the “collective management of subnational or transnational threats
and the policing of borders and the internal realm, rather than just
the defense of territory against external attack” (Faist 2002, 9). This
concept of the “securitization of immigration” – developed largely by
scholars in a range of disciplines studying the European context (Bigo
2002; Buonfino 2004; Feldman 2011; Huysmans 2006) – has been
fruitful for those studying immigration and the “anthropology of
removal” in the United States (Peutz 2006; see also Walters 2002,
2004; Zilberg 2011). The anthropologist Nicholas De Genova
(2007), for example, has called attention to what he has termed “the
Homeland Security State” and the placement of migrant noncitizens as
its particular objects of regulation and control. De Genova’s work
explores the conflation of immigrants with a generic terrorist threat;
he describes the current immigration policy regime in the United States
as predicated on a “metaphysics of antiterrorism” (2007, 437) that
justifies the abrogation of basic human and political rights of detainees
and the deployment of increasingly restrictive forms of surveillance and
control of all populations, documented and undocumented alike, who
are seen as posing a possible threat to the “homeland.”

De Genova’s work (see also 2002, 2005) also points to the racialized
dimensions of this securitization process, and the ways in which fear –
as is the case in so many other security scenarios (e.g., Larchanché

3 The US/Mexico border, however, continues to be an important focus of national
efforts to securitize immigration, and so the site of ongoing anthropological
study. See, e.g., the essays in Donnan and Wilson (2010).
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2012) – provides a fundamental basis for its elaboration. The crimin-
alization of immigrants who have not in fact committed any crimes is
in part a response to what Leo Chavez (2008) calls the “Latino threat,”
in which the Latino day laborer emerges as a particularly alarming
social type. Linda Newton (2008, 30) explains that the perception of
immigrant deviance derives from the very fact of a transgressive border
crossing associated with “illegal” immigration: “The border, now
more than a geo-political boundary, looms large in contemporary
immigration discourse, and its pathologies (real and imagined) follow
the people associated with its transgression.” Such perceived patholo-
gies (drug trafficking, violence, pollution, etc.) nourish a fear that
conflates the distinction between those suspected of being (or suspected
of having the capacity to be) “terrorists” and those suspected of being
unauthorized migrants; people racialized as “Muslim-looking” can
become targets for detention (Ahmad 2002; Cainkar 2004). In this
context, legality becomes a fungible concept, such that even those who
have papers can be swept up and detained as part of the generalized
“illegalization” of Latino migrants. The rightlessness that derives from
illegalization relies on what Giorgio Agamben (2005) has identified as
the state of exception – an influential paradigm in recent anthropology
of the state (Goldstein 2007) – within which the protections against
detention or expulsion that legal status provides become precarious or
endangered, their suspension justified by the exceptional threat that
such liberties supposedly pose to society and the state. These insights
are not far from those articulated by the Copenhagen school and other
securitization scholars.

Of course, the danger posed by immigrants is always balanced
against the need for their labor in the host nation’s economy
(Gomberg-Muńoz and Nussbaum-Barberena 2011; Mize and Swords
2010). Even while it preaches securitized immigration, the US federal
government has not historically worked to eliminate undocumented
immigration completely and continues to entertain the possibility
of immigration reform. Kretsedemas (2008, building on Ong’s
[1999] theorization of governance under conditions of neoliberal
globalization) attributes the simultaneous enabling and restricting of
immigration to a “graduated” form of state sovereignty; he argues that
a fragmented and discontinuous terrain of governance has emerged in
the United States, wherein the state alternatively tightens and eases its
restrictions on immigrant populations to meet neoliberal free market
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imperatives. The state, in other words, has an interest in maintaining
flows of immigrant workers into the country, even as it generates
a politics of rule through their securitization. The United States’ immi-
gration laws – inconsistently applied and often internally contradict-
ory – have their foundation in this overarching set of political and
economic considerations.

Significantly for anthropology, the effects of this management of
immigration are unfolding most consistently at the local level. As the
federal government debates (or, at the time of this writing, refuses to
debate) comprehensive immigration reform, governments at the state
and municipal levels are actively engaged in developing new forms for
the regulation and enforcement of their own securitized immigration
policies. In the states of exception that new forms of graduated sover-
eignty have enabled, officials at the most local of levels have found
a position from which to set the terms of belonging within their
particular jurisdictions. Ethnographic research in these local contexts
can provide a better understanding of the impacts of contemporary
immigration policies on immigrant communities – a perspective
unavailable to studies that consider only national law and state
policy-making processes (see Glick Schiller and Caglar 2010). Ethno-
graphic methodologies are particularly well suited to exploring both
the official processes and the local impacts they have on populations of
documented and undocumented immigrants, and on the nonimmigrant
populations who share their spaces of residence, work, and sociality.

Research on the securitization of immigration at the local level can
also consider immigrant subjectivity as a new terrain of official regula-
tion. Local laws intended to regulate the minutiae of individual and
group behaviors – how people move through space, for example, or the
details of their residence patterns – reveal the extent to which migrant
self-conception, consciousness, and identity have emerged as battle-
grounds in the war against undocumented immigrants. These laws
reflect the neoliberal focus on individual self-governance, emphasized
as the only rational response to diminishing public resources and
reduced public services, such that even noncitizens may be induced to
comply with the normativizing order of the state. Such policies further
condition the outward behaviors and internal lives of noncitizens
through their regulatory regimes, which make any action that draws
attention to one’s self potentially risky, such that driving a car or
looking for work on the street become dangerous, putting one at risk
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of detention and deportation. In response, many undocumented
migrants may adopt behaviors that limit their exposure to such risk,
effectively internalizing the laws that would keep them out of sight and
out of mind (Bosniak 1998; De Genova 2002).

Anthropologists and others writing about the law’s impacts on
migrant populations in the United States have remarked extensively
on the contradictory legal position of undocumented communities
(Bosniak 2006; Calavita 2005; Coutin 1999, 2000). Previous research
by scholars in a range of disciplines has revealed the ways in which
undocumented people are subject to the many strictures of US immi-
gration law, even as they are denied the rights of citizens guaranteed
under the constitution (Coutin 2003; Wishnie 2003). The victimization
of unauthorized migrants under a legal regime that limits their mobil-
ity, residence, and ability to work as it targets them for detention and
deportation has been extensively documented in migration scholarship
(see, e.g., Davis and Erez 1998; Gleeson 2009; Varsanyi 2006). Com-
plementary to these findings are other studies that have explored the
ways in which migrants more actively engage the law. In approaching
the study of undocumented immigrants and their relationship with the
US legal system, some scholars have turned their attention to the legal
alternatives offered to those deemed “illegal.” For example, research
has considered the constitutional rights of undocumented migrants
under the First Amendment (Wishnie 2003), the implications of legal
rulings against undocumented workers’ ability to demand back pay
(Baldwin 2003; O’Donovan 2005), and the availability of workers’
compensation benefits for undocumented people (Purcell 2008).
Academic work, both in the United States and internationally, has
commented on the various ways in which unauthorized immigrants
navigate the legal system in an effort to obtain refugee status and to
“regularize” their immigration situation. Coutin (1995, 2003, 2007),
for example, has done important ethnographic work on undocu-
mented Salvadorans’ and Guatemalans’ legalization strategies in
California and Arizona (see also Menjívar 2006); while Bloch et al.
(2011), Nyers (2003, 2010), and Ticktin (2011) have written about
the legal maneuvers of undocumented asylum seekers in the United
Kingdom, Canada, and France, respectively.

Ethnographic approaches to the securitization of immigration,
therefore, hold the potential to document not only the repressive
practices of state and local law, but the responses of migrants
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themselves to these repressive regimes. Scholars such as Gordon (2007)
and Honig (2001) have pointed to undocumented immigrant workers’
collective political participation in campaigning and protesting as posi-
tive illustrations of democratic citizenship. De Genova (2009, 2010)
has analyzed the Immigrant Workers Freedom Ride of 2003, as well as
the unprecedented mobilizations of migrants throughout the United
States in 2006 in a mass proclamation of collective defiance (“¡Aquí
Estamos y No Nos Vamos!” [We Are Here and We’re Not Leaving!]),
to argue that migrant workers assert their autonomy and prerogatives
through insubordinate acts calling attention to the mere corporeal fact
of their deportable presence. Similar research has been done on
undocumented migrants’ collective protests and human rights
advocacy in Israel (Kemp et al. 2010; Rosenhek 1999) and France
(McNevin 2006). Community-based organizations represent another
space of legal agency for undocumented people in the United States
and function as institutions to which immigrants turn as they strive to
build vibrant communities and attain economic and political rights
(Varsanyi 2006). Rocco’s (1999) ethnographic research on undocu-
mented workers in Los Angeles; Martin, Morales, and Theodore’s
(2007) study of migrant worker centers in Chicago; and Fine’s
(2006) ethnography of various worker collectives across the United
States all describe how community organizations enable undocu-
mented people to gain access to social services, advocate for their
own civil and human rights, and organize to improve wages, working
conditions, neighborhoods, and public schools.

Other anthropological work examines the ways in which undocu-
mented people can themselves deploy the US legal system to resist the
vulnerability that being undocumented imposes on them. My own
current research (see, e.g., Goldstein 2012b) explores the extensive
use of the US legal system by undocumented Latino migrants in the
United States. Using an ethnographic research methodology, the pro-
ject studies the ways in which the undocumented – in addition to being
subject to and living in avoidance of the increasing penality of anti-
immigrant sentiment and law – are themselves active users of the US
legal system. I consider how the legal system, which in some moments
serves to restrict migrants’ rights, in other moments provides them with
resources to defend and expand those rights and to counter the diffi-
culties that they experience in their daily lives. Additionally, in contrast
to the ways in which undocumented migrants are typically depicted in
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the United States – that is, either as criminals and security threats or
as hapless victims of injustice – my research proposes that the undocu-
mented are active agents who use the law and the courts to advance
their interests, demand their rights, and seek redress of grievances.

Conclusion

This chapter details the kinds of insights that an anthropological
approach to security and securitization – in the case explored most
extensively here, the securitization of immigration – can offer. Such
anthropologies of security – as I call them, because of the diversity of
topics they engage and theoretical frameworks they deploy – can make
significant contributions to the interdisciplinary study of security more
broadly. Anthropologies of security consider a broad range of topics,
many of which are not typically understood within a security framework
by other disciplinary scholars. Calling attention to such topics and
rendering them as security concerns – in this essay I have referred to
issues of religion, health, and the regulation of urban space, among
others, and the list goes on – can broaden the scope and relevance of
security studies more generally, by exploring the varied and diverse
domains that have become objects of security practice in recent times.
Furthermore, by considering these topics in a range of societies around
the world, anthropology broadens security studies geographically, push-
ing beyond the occidentalist tendencies within the field and bringing
other, non-Western perspectives to bear on the conceptualization of
security. Anthropologies of security move beyond the macrolevel pro-
cesses of states and institutions to consider the daily practices and lived
experiences of those whose lives are shaped by them, and who must
negotiate the challenges that they impose. Anthropologies of security
also take us inside the state and its institutions, to consider the daily
processes by which states and state agents do their work of making and
enforcing policy and law, revealing the ideologies and discourses
entailed in their production and implementation. Anthropology also
takes us beyond the state, to see how state policies and practices impact
the different populations subject to them. Here we discover additional
diversity and come to see the objects of securitization as more than the
passive victims of often oppressive policies, but as active individuals
and communities who respond to, appropriate, resist, and absorb the
strictures that security, its rhetorics and its policies, imposes.
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Ethnography, I have suggested, is a key dimension of the anthropo-
logical approach generally and of the anthropological study of security
specifically, and represents another vital contribution to interdisciplinary
security studies. Ethnography brings to life the often static representa-
tions of securitization and social life, putting into motion those processes
that otherwise might be misunderstood as structures. The ethnographic
method places anthropologists face to face with the lived realities of
security and insecurity that their research subjects encounter on a daily
basis. Perhaps for that reason, ethnographic methodologies (sometimes
referred to as “qualitative research”) are becoming increasingly popular
among scholars across a range of disciplines and represent an important
contribution of anthropology to an interdisciplinary study of security,
among other topics. There are challenges and dangers associated with
ethnographic work, however, especially in insecure places, and scholars
of all disciplines are advised to seek training in their effective use and
potential risks (for a review of the literature on staying safe while
conducting qualitative research, see Goldstein 2014).

Such proximity offers unparalleled insight into these contemporary
realities. It also imposes special obligations, however, which can lead
to disagreement among practitioners. As I mentioned briefly in the
introduction, some anthropologists understand their work as having
implications and potential effects beyond the academy and take an
explicitly “engaged” or “activist” approach to their scholarship by
making their work accessible to nonacademic readers and/or using
their knowledge and status to advocate for the causes to which their
research subjects are committed. Not all anthropologists agree that this
engaged approach is appropriate, however, with some suggesting that it
undermines the discipline’s objectivity and scientific potential (see the
discussion in Goldstein 2012a). Others worry about the political impli-
cations of anthropological advocacy, expressing concern that the work
of “security anthropologists” in support of US military operations over-
seas could induce the perceptions that non-Western people have
of anthropologists as employees of the state. Nevertheless, given the
significance of security concerns in the lives of the people whom many
anthropologists study, the question of how, or whether, to direct anthro-
pological research to the public’s benefit remains open in the discipline.

Anthropologies of security, as I have tried to make clear, are
unavoidably interdisciplinary. Anthropologists of security and insecur-
ity share a basic set of orientations. Their work is grounded in

60 Daniel M. Goldstein

D7B C 8 C7 3 3 34 7 3D :DD C  3 4B 697 B9 B7 D7B C :DD C 6  B9  ,1  
. 3676 8B :DD C  3 4B 697 B9 B7 3 4B 697 2 7BC D /3 0 3D C 4 7 D D D:7 3 4B 697 B7

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316227671.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


ethnography; they situate that ethnography, historicizing local culture
in a broader framework to understand its antecedents and develop-
ment, and in a wider social field seen both from the “top down” and
the “bottom up”; they look cross-culturally and privilege the perspec-
tives of those whose voices are often muted or absent in public debate;
and they broaden what is often considered to be the proper domain of
security studies. But their work draws on a variety of different concepts
and categories, many of them developed by practitioners of other
disciplines, to ground and develop their analyses of the situations they
observe. What is more, the utility of the ethnographic approach has
been widely recognized, and ethnography is being deployed by other
disciplinary researchers in pursuit of their own scholarly objectives.
These facts make it difficult to define a single “anthropology of secur-
ity,” or to limit the practice of anthropology to those who publicly
self-identify as anthropologists. Better to welcome the inherent multi-
vocality and interdisciplinarity of the approach, and to appreciate
the unique insights that these anthropologies can offer to a study of
security and securitization in contemporary societies.
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4|Geography
Securing places and spaces of securitization

ph i l i p p e l e b i l lon

With disciplinary roots in imperialism and the military, geography has
long engaged with security issues. As the French geographer Yves
Lacoste (1976) famously stated, “La géographie ça sert d’abord à faire
la guerre” (Geography serves, first and foremost, to wage war). Main-
stream geography grounded in materialist positivism provides spatial
information to identify and address a broad range of security risks,
including crime and terrorism but also natural disasters, diseases,
pollutants, or chronic poverty. In contrast, critical geography drawing
from anarchism, feminism, and postmodernism mostly seeks to dem-
onstrate how insecurity is often paradoxically generated by dominant
security discourses and practices, while striving to bring about progres-
sive alternatives. Geography is thus not only a discipline deploying
spatial analysis to achieve greater security, but also one concerned with
the consequences of “securitization” and with emancipatory possibil-
ities for a less vulnerable world. This chapter provides a survey of
geography’s engagement with concepts of security, charting some of
the main questions, theoretical approaches, and methodologies of this
broad discipline before discussing some of its strengths and limitations.

Geography has been and remains deeply connected with “official”
security agendas (Mamadouh 2004; O’Loughlin and Heske 1991).
Tasked with the mission of “knowing the world” and helping to
pinpoint the location and movements of threats, geography and geog-
raphers have been mobilized in the production of military maps,
atlases, and systems of geosurveillance ranging from CCTV to drones
and satellites. Indeed, many professional geographers have served, and
continue to serve, “national security” agendas – some in the direct
employ of the military (Woodward 2005). My own alma mater depart-
ment at Oxford was the first academic home of Professor Halford
Mackinder (of “geographical pivot of history” fame); during the
Second World War, the department also played an active role in the
British war effort, assembling an odd mix of spatial information – from
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geological surveys to tourism leaflets – to produce British operational
maps. The department, anecdotally, was also said to be a place for MI6
to recruit undergraduates. Geography, from this perspective, is par-
tially a discipline in the service of statecraft – a necessary instrument
of spatial analysis in the toolbox of security practices, as seen in the
context of 9/11 and the “War on Terror” (Cutter et al. 2003; Flint
2003). Yet geography is also a discipline engaging more broadly with
“security.”

As Philo (2012, 1) states, the broad concern of geographers is to
understand “how worldly geographies are implicated in achieving or
compromising the security (safety and sustainability) of environments,
peoples, and communities.” Reflecting such extensive definition of
“security,” geographers have deployed geographical knowledge and
approaches beyond the “classical” realm of narrowly defined state
security interests, examining broader threats and spaces of (in)security.
Disaster prevention, famine relief, and health service provision, to
name a few, have all benefited from geographical perspectives and
inputs to increase the security of individuals and communities (Meade
2012; Wisner et al. 2004). It is no surprise, therefore that some geog-
raphers have expressed an interest in broader and more progressive
conceptualization of security, such as “human security,” and that, in
turn, the field of human security has drawn from geography – most
notably in terms of spatial analyses of insecurity at individual and
community scales (Owen 2008).

Geographers have also provided a critique of securitization (i.e., the
framing of particular issues within security narratives and practices).
Such framing is a performative event in the sense of constructing
an existential threat supposedly necessitating securitization, often at
the expense of other perspectives and more accurate and/or nuanced
portrayals – with Dalby (1988, 415) demonstrating how US cold war–
era “security discourses . . . ideologically construct[ed] the Soviet Union
as a dangerous ‘Other.’” Framing also consists of a social process that
legitimates “urgent and exceptional measures” and suspends usual
political processes; see Buzan and de Wilde (1998). Moreover, securi-
tization often enables the “hardening” of disciplinary processes to
address the supposed threat, notably through deploying physical
violence and suspending rights. Yet, in this respect, geographers tend
to use instead the terms “militarization,” or the imposition of military-
like order or force, and “militarism,” or the (in)direct “extension of
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military influence [and ideology] into civilian political, social and
cultural spheres” (see Barnes and Farish 2006; Gregory and Graham
2009, 464–465).

As this chapter seeks to demonstrate, many geographers have taken
a critical stance on “security” – as both a key signifier within public
discourse and a set of often-repressive practices, and some have
pursued a scholarly agenda of “desecuritization,” focusing in particu-
lar on biased security discourses and practices that entrench uneven
power relations and enhance the security of privileged populations at
the expense of the most vulnerable (Hyndman 2007). Both feminist
geography and so-called critical geopolitics – and their hybrid
approaches and variants – have been at the forefront of this agenda,
which seeks to expose spatial representations and discourses
of “endangerment” but also provides alternative narratives and
modes of collective action (Tuathail 2000; Koopman 2011). As
summed up by Dalby (2002, 163), one of the founders of the subfield
of “critical geopolitics”: “Security . . . is about control, certainty, and
predictability in an uncertain world, and in attempting to forestall
chance and change, it is frequently a violent practice.” Critical geog-
raphy scholars have denounced the violence of security practices,
and most notably its spatial structures often constitutive of trad-
itional security practices (Till et al. 2013), and other spatial forms
of exclusion and subordination involved in the uneven distribution
of security among individuals and communities (Hyndman 2004;
O’Tuathail 1996).

Providing an overview of geography’s engagement with security-
related concepts, this chapter focuses on critical studies of securitiza-
tion processes, social injustice, and power inequities. In a broad range
of subdisciplines – from economic geography and urban studies to
political geography and disaster studies – geographers place questions
about human welfare and dignity, indigenous rights, and environmen-
tal protection at the core of their research. Security, from this perspec-
tive, is both a stated objective (e.g., addressing threats to human
dignity and well-being) and, given its frequent partiality and uneven
consequences, a threat to this objective (e.g., securitization processes
protecting some people, yet endangering others and the environment).
In the remainder of this chapter, I explore these issues by presenting
some of the central research questions in the discipline before examin-
ing the main theoretical perspectives and methodological approaches
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in various subdisciplines. I then discuss strengths and limitations
of some of the analytical approaches adopted across the discipline of
geography before concluding.

Beyond geographical trivia: questioning security from a
spatial perspective

The etymology of the word “geography” reveals something of its intel-
lectual origins: “writing about the earth” or “writing of space.” Such
activity requires an interdisciplinary approach seeking to bridge the
“natural” and “social” sciences in the study of human interactions with
landscapes, settlements, and socioenvironmental processes – with ideas
of separation and relation between the “natural” and the “social”
varying significantly across cultures and periods (Latour 2013). At
the core of the discipline is, of course, space. It is thus important to
understand how the discipline conceptualizes space before turning
to specific security-related questions engaged by geographers.

Space, geography, and security

Geography is often thought of as a set of “facts,” such as the location of
mountains or rivers, the size of countries, the length of borders, the
location of capital cities, or the concentration of ethnic minorities. This
is particularly the case in political science and international relations
studies seeking to account for “geographical context” variables (Buhaug
and Gates 2002; Collier and Hoeffler 2002). Arguably, the collection
and analytical integration of these geographical variables constitute a
foundation of classical geography. Such classical geography is still
prevalent in mainstream security-related studies, with spatial variables
informing statistical analyses on security risks. Space, in this view,
corresponds to a “container” within which geographical facts influence
security-related processes (for a critique, see Agnew 1994). Based in
material positivism and generally following an inductive approach, this
conventional approach mostly combines predictive models, spatially
referenced data collection, and statistical analysis using Geographical
Information Systems (GIS). Classical disciplinary concepts – such as
concentration, diffusion, networks, and scales – are used to describe,
for example, spatial clusters of (in)security or the geographical pathways
involved in the diffusion of threats. Much of this research, especially
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when related to “national security” risks, is currently conducted by
intelligence agencies and subcontractors, as with geospatial analyses of
risks to US “homeland security”; see Baker et al. (2004).

Much of contemporary academic geography, however, criticizes this
approach. To start with, such an approach is generally deterministic,
attributing particular properties and effects to a broad category of
“geographical facts,” such as borders. If statistical patterns can inform
understandings of the effects of such “facts,” they do so at the risk of
erasing the diversity within each category (e.g., not all borders are the
same), the historical processes and contingencies involved (e.g., how
borders came to be constituted and thereby express preexisting power
relations), and the social dimensions of these “facts” (e.g., how borders
become constitutive of “national” identities).

From a critical perspective, and as mentioned previously, space is
not a “container” within which a bundle of geographical facts are
physically located or even a neutral “stage” on which social processes
are played out (e.g., a “resource area” to be fought over). Rather, as
Massey (1992, 70) argues, space is deeply relational and “far from
being the realm of stasis, space and the spatial are also implicated . . . in
the production of history and thus, potentially, in politics.”1 Space,
from this perspective, is both socially constructed and socially con-
structing. Geographers thus do not simply “map” the spatial outcomes
of social processes, thereby supposedly leaving the understanding of
these processes to other disciplines, but rather expose the many spatial
dimensions of social processes.

In relation to security, this means that space is at the same time the way
security is performed and the way securitized space becomes performa-
tive in relation to security-related actors and objects. Space is thus itself a
political object constituted by, and constitutive of, security discourses and
praxis. The logics of securitization are expressed in space (e.g., the
reinforcement of borders and the transformation of neighboring

1 For an analytical framework on space, see Harvey (2006). Harvey distinguishes
between, on the one hand, absolute space (space as a “thing in itself,”
e.g., a space in which objects are located), relative space (space existing through
objects being relative to each other, e.g., space between two objects), and
relational space (space existing through mutual relationships between objects,
e.g., objects defined by contrast to another); and, on the other hand, between
material or experienced space, representations of (or conceptualized) space, and
spaces of representation or lived spaces.
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landscapes), and, in turn, the logics of “security spaces” inform social
and environmental processes (e.g., how the spatiality of borders and
borderlands modifies social behaviors and influences both the patterns
of, and perspectives on, criminal activities, local environments, and the
identities of residents and migrants). If geography is about the “writing
of space” and is centrally engaged with the question of how “space
matters” (Massey 2005), then geographies of security are, by analogy,
about the writing of “secure(d) space” and how such “spaces of security/
securitization” are causally effective on political processes.

In his brief discussion of “geographies of security,” Philo (2012, 4–5)
identifies three principal spaces examined by the discipline from critical
perspectives. The first consists of carceral spaces: “spaces set aside for
‘securing’ – detaining, locking up/away – problematic populations of
one kind or another.” Mainly examining prisons but also asylums and
camps, carceral geographies focus on physical and symbolic dimensions
of boundaries serving to keep in inmates (in contrast to most spaces of
security, which seek to keep threats out – although boundaries and
“bordering” practices play multiple roles in relation to opposing flows;
see Diener and Hagen 2009); for instance, the Berlin Wall was officially
constructed to prevent the infiltration of Western imperialists but also
served symbolically and physically to sever and retain a population
seeking refuge in the West. The second is spaces and landscapes of
defense, which Gold and Revill (2000, 2–3) define as “landscapes shaped
or otherwise materially affected by formal or informal strategies designed
to reduce the risk of crime, or deter intrusion, or cope with actual or
perceived threats to the security of the area’s occupants.” This includes
studies of the spatialization of threats and defense strategies at a variety of
scales but also inquiries into the securitization of fears, bywhich a security
logic privileging some options, such as policing, over others frames or
reinforces legitimate or fabricated anxieties. The third consists of scripted
geopolitical spaces of (in)security; withmost notably “critical geopolitics”
seeking to deconstruct the “establishment” security discourses of security
officials, strategic think tanks, and leading media (see later discussion).

Approaches to security issues

Conventional geographical approaches to security have centered on
the question of – usually military – control of spaces and territories.
Historically, this conventional approach has analyzed various aspects
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of spatial distribution, including location and differentiation across
space and scales. Akin to the materialism of realist international
relations perspectives, these conventional approaches have mostly
sought to document the “facts on the ground” (e.g., through the US
National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency, focusing on satellite
imagery) by documenting the Euclidian spatiality of landscapes,
populations, resources, and infrastructures (especially transport net-
works and urban areas). This information is then used in spatial
analysis – quantitative approaches mostly relying on georeferenced
statistical analysis – in order to operationalize risk and vulnerability
assessments to feed into predictive models. There has also been a
revival of “regional geography,” which combines geospatial data
collection with socioeconomic, environmental, and cultural analysis
in search of greater legibility and internal consistency within a defined
area. In the most elaborate manifestations, the idea of relational
spaces and dialectical relationships between security and “local”
social-environmental processes constituting the new “battlescapes”
of the War on Terror have included some degree of reflexivity – albeit
often within the ultimate goal of implementing “official” security
agendas. More critical analyses have tended to take an ethnographic
approach, drawing parallels between conventional geopolitical per-
spectives and urban security, especially in terms of ideas of secured
territory and “zero-tolerance” policies (Herbert 1996; Graham
2011).

To some extent – parallel to the renewed interest in, and pressure on,
“area studies” in the post-9/11 era – conventional geography has seen
some tools and practitioners being put at the service of the US-military
‘Human Terrain System,’ for example, for the war in Afghanistan
(Crampton et al. 2014; Shami and Godoy-Anativia 2007). Renewed
interest in “facts on the ground” and the celebration of classical
geopolitical insights (“what the map tells us,” e.g., classical geographic
features) are also part of this trend (Kaplan 2012). Geography has not
experienced the depth of debates that characterized the controversial
mobilization of anthropology/ists by the US army and intelligence
agencies to improve understanding of the “human terrain” of “battle-
scapes.” Yet, critics have questioned, documented, and denounced the
(profitable) complicities of conventional geographies, long at work in
previous colonial aggressions (Bryan 2010; Crampton et al. 2014; Flint
2003).
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There is also a growing interest in better understanding how spatial
representations influence security discourses. For example, critical
geopolitics scholars have demonstrated the importance of simplistic
and biased spatial representations to bolster security discourses.
Denominations such as “rogue states,” “unstable regions,” “porous
borderlands,” or “dangerous neighbourhoods” are constructed and
mobilized to render invisible many of the characteristics of these areas
(and their inhabitants), thereby allowing for a hegemonic perspective
on how these places and people are to be dealt with through security
measures (Gregory 2004). In this regard, questions about the spatiali-
zation of fears and securitization processes are central to recent
geographical inquiries into security issues (Gregory and Pred 2007;
Klinkenberg 2007; Sparke 2007).

Although many of the discipline’s fundamental questions relate to
space, it is not geographers’ only “referent object” in research on
security. Indeed, much of what are conventionally considered geo-
graphical approaches are undertaken in the field of security studies –
outside the bounds of geography as a discipline.2 For example, the aim
of much of geography’s geopolitics subdiscipline – in contrast to
political science and, in particular, “security studies” – is to expose
and deconstruct geopolitical discourses seeking to justify official secur-
ity objectives, rather than contribute to them (Dalby and Tuathail
2002). Even if not exclusively focusing on the spatial dimensions of
security, most geographers do emphasize spatial (and historical) con-
tingency rather than look for “universal laws” – thereby arguing for
“place-specific” understandings of security issues.

From a research purpose perspective, three main types of inquiries
can be distinguished: descriptive, prescriptive, and reflexive. While
most “professional” geographers work on the first two, many “aca-
demic” geographers are now focusing on the third set of reflexive
questions – partly in the hope that such critical engagement will
prevent further harm to populations and environments targeted by
securitization processes. In this sense, the order of these three types of
inquiries explored later can be understood as sequential and progres-
sive (though historically contiguous when considering some of the
early “radical” geographers).

2 For a detailed discussion of political science approaches to security and space,
see Brauch (2008).
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Questions associated with descriptive inquiries seek, in essence, to
determine the geography of risk and (in)security, mostly by describing
where threats are originating and which areas or communities are most
vulnerable or insecure and assessing their main causes. Epitomized by
military geography seeking to understand better the “terrain” of oper-
ations, this type of descriptive geography is also applied in disaster,
water, and food security studies as well as in criminology to find likely
“hotspots” of insecurity (Bakker 2012; Herbert 1982; Woodward
2005). The second set of inquiries is primarily prescriptive: aimed at
determining where preemptive or reactive measures might be most
efficiently deployed (for example, responding to flood risks through land
use planning, famine through food aid, or threats of violence through
police deployment). Both descriptive and prescriptive sets of inquiries
draw from spatial analysis and emphasize interactions between human
and physical geography (Burton et al. 1978; Klinkenberg 2007; Wisner
et al. 2004). Together, they constitute much of the praxis of conven-
tional and “professional” (rather than academic) geography.

The third set of inquiries can be described as reflexive in the sense of
seeking to understand critically processes of securitization through
which security narratives and practices are not only deployed to render
(in)secure but also to pursue other objectives (such as entrenching
uneven power relations). Here the aim is to grasp better how the pursuit
of securitization makes some spaces and people (more) insecure. More
broadly, the aim is also to identify the “nexus of security and the social”
(Cowen and Smith 2009, 32) whereby securitization strategies do not
simply emanate from security apparatus but also pervade a society
organizing itself around the production of (violent) security (Bernazzoli
and Flint 2009). The main questions are thus about who is made (in)
secure where, how, why, and with what consequences.

Some of these inquiries are also self-reflective in the sense that they
reflect upon the effect of their own critiques on the object of study, one
observation here being that critiques tend unintentionally to reinforce
security narratives by reproducing them and failing to provide alterna-
tive conceptualizations and processes (Sharp 2000).

Main themes

Thematically, political geography has engaged with a large number of
referent objects, from the state and geopolitical orders to populations
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and the environment. In the following, I discuss some of the more
specific referent objects within geographical studies of security.

State, territory, and sovereignty

The most prominent “referent object” within political geography is the
state and the associated interstate system. Chief concerns falling under
the broad rubric of state or national security are questions of political
stability and sovereignty and their territorial dimensions. Territory
was, and remains, the traditional object of security for mainstream
geopolitics. Reflections about state security and its territorial dimen-
sions can be found as early as in the studies of Aristotle and Strabo on
the stability of city-states and empires and in some of the foundational
works of “modern” political geography, including those of Friedrich
Ratzel.3 In recent years, concerns have turned to querying “national
security” discourses naturalizing nation-states as a “security con-
tainer” and identifying existential threats that range from competing
or failed states to terrorist groups and illegal migrants (the latter two
being at times merged). The subdiscipline of “critical geopolitics”
mostly seeks to understand the power/knowledge dimensions of geo-
political representations, their entanglement with militarism, and their
relations with “national” identity (O’Tuathail 1996): How do practi-
tioners of statecraft and “security studies” construct ideas about
people and places through the essentializing lens of geopolitical repre-
sentation (e.g., East/West); how do these representations “influence
political behaviors and policy choices” (e.g., humanitarian interven-
tions); how in turn do these ideas and representations affect under-
standing of people, places, and politics (Fouberg et al. 2012, 535); and
how do “national” security discourses contribute to the construction
of national identity and with what consequences?

3 A foundational element of political geography, itself indirectly tied to some forms
of environmental determinism in the application of social Darwinism to the
evolution of states as “organisms.” Initially largely concerned with nationalist
concerns, “classical” political geographers such as Rudolf Kjellen (Sweden),
Friedrich Razel (Germany), Halford Mackinder (England), and Isaiah Bowman
(United States) were strongly partisan – and nationalistic – in their views on
empire yet at times critical. For an introduction to political geography, see Painter
(2008). For a recent revisiting of foundational works and the role of Friedrich
Litz, see Palacio (2013).
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In one of the earliest works to address these questions, Sharp (1993)
examines the role of public media in reproducing geopolitical fears,
deconstructing the Reader’s Digest to understand national identity con-
struction among the US public better. Similarly, Campbell (1998, x)
explores “American” subjectivities associated with US foreign policy
largely driven by “national” security concerns and seeks to identify
how the “moral spaces made possible by the ethical borders of identity
as much as the territorial boundaries of states are constituted through
the writing of a threat.” In a recent study, Irene Vélez-Torres (2014)
exposes the ways through which the Colombian government is recasting
a militarization of rural areas that protects the “rights” of foreign
extractive companies over those of local communities through a dis-
course of “democratic securitization.” This governmentality regime
first claims that “terrorism” (armed insurrection) is the antithesis of
democracy and thus “outside the national project,” thereby necessitat-
ing annihilation; second, it impels society as a whole to participate in the
project of securitization, following in the footsteps of the military and
the state; third, it promises the ensuing “rule of law” to be the guarantor
of development and economic prosperity.

Issues of territorial infringements and losses have long constituted
the major security threat to the geobody of the nation – the geographic-
ally bounded imagination of a “people” crystallized through the
spatial contours of the “country” (Thongchai 1994) – while territorial
acquisitions constituted the core of colonial ventures. Strategies for
securing territory may seem both passé and acutely current. Such
territorial concerns and strategies seem passé in the sense of a supposed
move toward largely “deterritorialized” forms of (in)security within an
international context in which networked forms of threats (e.g., Al
Qaeda) and geoeconomical logics and practices of dominance (i.e.,
wealth accumulation through market control) seem to have overtaken
geopolitical ones (i.e., dominance through territorial control). In this
perspective, as Cowen and Smith (2009) argue, territorial control and
acquisition remain mostly a “tactical option rather than a strategic
necessity.” Yet, territorial concerns continue to be relevant – from
discourses and practices of indigenous land rights to “homeland secur-
ity.” The main issue is thus how current territorial logics work – one
most notably explored within the context of the “War on Terror”; see
Ingram and Dodds (2012). In much-noted studies, Elden (2009) dem-
onstrates the relevance of territorial sovereignty, or lack thereof, and
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violations of territorial integrity – whether in Al Qaeda’s territorial
objectives and operations or those of US military interventions – while
Gregory (2004) exposes the many geographical dimensions of the
“colonial present” in Afghanistan, Palestine, and Iraq. Geographical
inquiries into the spatialities of the US military base in Guantanamo
Bay, Cuba, have probed into the “security-sovereignty-territory”
nexus, enabling a discussion of Agamben’s concept of “spaces of
exception” (Gregory 2006; Reid-Henry 2007).

Questioning US “homeland security” discourses and praxis, Sparke
(2006) highlights the security dilemmas and tensions in US management
of the flows of goods and people across borders within a neoliberal
framework. For example, it is within this context that the institutional-
ization of securitization policies is translated into “thickening” spatial
contexts, which are expressed in the harder materialities of boundaries,
the larger waiting rooms at airports and the ever more complex instru-
ments of surveillance and “visibility” (Konrad and Nicol 2011). As
such, the state and the interstate system have been among the main
referent objects of geography research on security and will likely con-
tinue to be so; however, as discussed later, this has merged with or given
way to other referent objects and research themes.

Geopolitical (dis)orders and transitions

So-called geopolitical orders and transitions in-between also constitute
referent objects. The most prominent ones within geography are the
“end of the Cold War” and the move to the “War on Terror” – in part
the result of their coincidence with renewed disciplinary interest in
geopolitics and security themes. Such transitions are for many societies
part and parcel of the reframing of various scales of security – from
international stability to the domain of the intimate. Here again ques-
tions about identity arise: How do security discourses evolve, for
example, in the context of post–Cold War transition and possible
European integration for Eastern European states, and how does such
evolution play out in relation to “national identities”? Examining the
case of Estonia, Kuus (2002, 91) finds that “both pro- and contra-EU
arguments pivot particularly on claims about geopolitical and cultural
threats. On the one hand, international integration is constructed as
a security measure against the Russian threat. On the other hand,
insofar as supranational institutions pressure Estonia to naturalize its
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Russian-speaking residents, who are construed as representatives of
the Russian threat, international integration is also depicted as danger-
ous to Estonian identity.” More broadly, how is sovereignty
renegotiated from a security perspective in the context of regionaliza-
tion and globalization? Kuus (2002) argues that political debates frame
international integration in terms of trade-offs between national secur-
ity (resting on notions of independence from previous tutelage) and
autonomy (from the interference of current ones – such as the insti-
tutions and rules of the European Union).

Transitions also constitute the result of, or at least introduce hope for
subaltern/alternative security perspectives and approaches. Among the
questions here is how such departures can gain traction. As further
discussed later, feminism and postcolonial studies contribute to critical
perspectives on and alternatives to “national” security. Postcolonial
studies have drawn attention to subaltern discourses, with feminism
further helping to embody and scale down analysis while promoting a
progressive agenda. Not only seeking a denunciation of dominant realist
security discourses, these perspectives have also pursued effective resist-
ance and alternative options. For Koopman (2011), “other securities”
are not only possible; they are happening. These alternatives include
“antigeopolitics” – efforts by groups to refute and reject hegemonic
geopolitics and essentialized identities of securitization discourses; see
Routledge (2003) – as well as “altergeopolitics” – projects through
which local communities seek actively to construct their own peace
through spaces of nonviolence; see Koopman (2011). Using the example
of Tanzania, Sharp (2013) seeks to call greater attention to “subaltern
geopolitics” in an effort to improve understanding of what she terms
“postcolonial security” in the context of both the War on Terror and
Nyerere’s “Third Way” geopolitical project of nonalignment and unity
for Africa. Such inquiries help in understanding not only how realist
security narratives, such as the War on Terror, play out in “subaltern”
settings, notably though the public media, but also how postcolonial
security projects – in the sense of both a postindependence context and
awareness of the “colonial present” – come to fruition or not.

Populations and biopolitics

Populations have also become an important referent object of
geographical study of security (Legg 2005). Rather than situating
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territories as their main referent object, security regimes focus in
this case on populations. Here inquiries deal with the governance
of life, most notably by the state, and the biological features of
human populations as a referent object of securitization strategies.
Considerations for the spatial dimensions of the biopolitical include
attention to the geobody of the state and the biobody of the nation and
associated perspectives on sovereignty, such as from territorial forms
of sovereignty to social forms of sovereignty preoccupied with the life
and biological characteristics of populations.4 This theme is now
mostly approached through Foucault’s concepts of biopower and
biopolitics, which he developed in a series of lectures including
“Society Must Be Defended” (Rutherford and Rutherford 2013a,b).
Critical studies mostly examine securitized subjectivities – seeking
to answer questions about securitization processes turning subjects
into objects of security, such as in relation to the value of life through
Agamben’s notion of “bare life” (Sylvester 2006) or in reference to
life and labor through Polanyi’s concept of “fictitious commodities”
(Rossi 2013).

These studies have mostly engaged with two populations, which – at
the risk of constructing gross binaries – consist of a national one in
need of security and a subaltern one to be made secure. The first
population is the nation’s population, or “biobody,” and the need to
secure it from threats. This population with “national characteristics”
becomes a politically contested arena of governance. For example,
“undocumented immigration” (discussed later) is cast as a major
threat, but also racist policies constructing threats to the biobody
from within the geobody of the state – through, for example, ethno-
nationalist discourses motivating and legitimating state-led genocides
(Coleman and Grove 2009; Tyner 2012). Scaling down biobodies to
the self, Holmes (2008, 375) investigates agoraphobia and the notion
of a “secure base” in relation to private and public spaces, while Katz
(2008) exposes what she calls the “parental hypervigilance” in the age
of the “Security State,” pointing at the increasing use of “nanny cams”
(video cameras to spy on child care workers), child ID kits including
DNA samples, and child electronic chipping and GPS tracking.

4 Rudolf Kjellen, who coined the term “geopolitics,” considered these dimensions
through the concept of phylopolitics (form of society) and biopolitics (life of
society); see Haggman (1998).
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The second population (which also includes but extends beyond the
national population) consists of people variously represented as
“threatened” as a result of their “vulnerable,” “marginalized,” or
“subaltern” status but is also portrayed as “threatening” to themselves
and to more privileged populations and thus in need of securitization.
Among such populations are those who are essentialized as
“migrants,” “refugees,” “squatters,” and “the poor” in general (Nally
2008). Again, spatial questions related to the construction of these
identities are prominent and explored notably through studies of the
“spaces of refugees” such as “refugee camps” (Hyndman 2000; Ram-
adan 2013) as well as informal urban dwellings (Sanyal 2012).
Springer (2008), for example, decries the consequences of authoritar-
ian neoliberalism and the associated discourses of “security through
economic growth” that have renewed processes of dispossession and
the creation of spaces of exception targeting urban “squatters” in
particular.

Overlaps between these two populations provide fertile ground for
analyses of securitization processes. This is notably demonstrated by
Hyndman (2007) in her study of the securitization of fear in “post-
Tsunami” Sri Lanka, where she looks at the interplay of aid donors
and “recipients” and the ways in which “fear is produced and framed
to justify violence, exclusion, and hatred” – including through inter-
national aid provision that lacks conflict sensitivity and is driven by
perceptions of vulnerability “at home” from future refugees. In part
related to biopolitics and the security of “idealized” nations, migration
has also become an important theme because of its strong security
overtones in many countries. This theme is particularly prominent in
geography because of its many spatial dimensions, including flows,
borders, and territorialized identities. Among the many questions asso-
ciated with this theme are the changing identities of migrants, the
interactions between movement and order, the tensions between the
economic need for “open borders” and fears of Others closing up
borders, and the causes of securitization. Bourbeau (2011) compares
strong versus weak securitization in France and Canada, respectively,
stressing the importance of cultural factors especially in the domestic
audience. Finally, the security dimensions of population health and, in
particular, the threat of pandemics have also attracted the attention of
geographers (Brown 2011). Ingram (2008) examines the spatialization
of fear, questioning the scaling up of health threats to the “global”
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level, the (re)location of causes to external agents and contexts, and the
consolidation of hegemonic interests through the pursuit of “global
health security.”

Urban spaces, surveillance, and militarized policing

Urban spaces have unsurprisingly become the focus of security-related
studies within geography (Graham 2008; Gregory 2003; Smith 2010).
Not only are cities constituted in part by violent uprooting processes
resulting from the securitization of rural spaces – often with dual
objectives of accumulation through dispossession and counterinsur-
gency (e.g., on land enclosures, see Wolf 1999, and on forested land-
scapes, see Peluso and Vandergeest 2011). Cities are also “targeted by
terrorist groups, and these threats are used in turn to legitimate wide-
spread efforts to securitize cities through installing checkpoints, defen-
sive urban and landscape designs, and systems of intensified electronic
surveillance” as well as militarized police (Graham and Gregory 2009).

Elaborating on the securitizing of urban spaces, Crang and Graham
(2007, 789) reflect on the politics of “sentient cities” – urban space
shaped by the omnipresence and embeddedness of information pro-
cesses, “where we not only think of cities but cities think of us, where
the environment reflexively monitors our behavior.” Whether applied
to “homeland” cities or “war-zone” cities, “the key dynamic centres
on attempts at rendering complex urban flows and structures perman-
ently transparent to tracking and surveillance systems” (Crang and
Graham 2007, 799). To this end, new spatial scales and temporalities
of surveillance are needed – beyond instant CCTV, drones, and satel-
lite imagery to tracking individuals over extended periods, algorithmic
deciphering of suspicious behaviors, identification of potential threats,
and validation of likely targets. Pervasive biometric sensors, ubiquitous
identity tagging, and constant big data mining have come to constitute
the new “panopticon” of twenty-first century urban space, feeding
“dreams of securitized urban omniscience surrounding the ‘war on
terror’” (Crang and Graham 2007, 794).

Cyberspace is also an object of inquiry by geographers. Early
examples include studies of the “constant and reciprocal connections
between cyberspace and other social spaces” to counter hegemonic
discourses, such as the Zapatistas’ challenge to the Mexican govern-
ment’s neoliberal securitization discourse (Froehling 1997, 291) and
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more recently discussions of Wikileaks’ denunciation of US security
practices (Springer et al. 2012). Another aspect is the extension of
securitization and militarization through, and because of, cyberspace.
Resulting in part from changes in military doctrine, 9/11, and new
information technologies, cyberspace becomes the object of securitiza-
tion processes to protect critical infrastructures and to identify poten-
tial terrorists and militarization to conduct disabling attacks on targets.
From this perspective, cyberspace extends an “everywhere war” sup-
posedly required to address the “differentially distributed but widely
dispersed” vulnerabilities resulting from (para)military and terrorist
violence (Gregory 2011).

Geographers have as well inquired into the securitization of space
through policing modes of governance. Most have given particular
attention to the hardening of policing in the regulation of urban space,
with studies examining the broadening of policing functions to a whole
array of actors and institutions including “state, private and voluntary
actors” (Yarwood 2007, 447). In contrast to studies of the hardening of
policing through the merger of military and police actors and functions,
Paasche (2013) points at the “softening of security,” whereby policing
functions of social services are imposed on the urban poor. These
services complement a policing network of public police, private secur-
ity, and neighborhood watches within a broader governance framework
of control and under the guise of “assistance”, for example to “street
people” in certain neighborhoods of Cape Town. Much of the policing
literature in geography thus points at discourses and practices of
policing that result in the exclusion of certain people from particular
spaces under securitization modes of governance that extend the idea of
threatened and secured space to everyday spaces of circulation, includ-
ing downtown areas, buses, and malls (Beckett and Herbert 2009).

Resources and environmental security

Another theme is that of environmental security and, more broadly,
referent objects such as the environment, natural resources, or
populations (Barnett 2001; Dalby 2002; Le Billon 2012; Peluso and
Watts 2001).5 These objects are now frequently set within the context

5 These concerns derive first from (critiques of) classic environmental determinist
perspectives that characterized some of the discipline, at least until the 1930s,
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of a general shift to the “Anthropocene,” this new geological era
defined by the vast extent of anthropogenic impacts on the planet; this
concept further widens the purview of environmental security both
spatially and temporally (Brauch 2008; Dalby 2009). Much of the
“practical” geography on environmental security remains geared
toward descriptive and prescriptive purposes, mobilizing geographical
knowledge to mitigate or adapt to environmental risks (e.g., flooding)
and resource scarcity (e.g., in relation to ecosystems’ carrying cap-
acity). Yet, critical geography perspectives, as best demonstrated by
Dalby (2009), seek to determine who is made (in)secure through the
securitization of environmental or resource issues and what forms
of violence come to be exercised on the environment and communities.
Much work, for example, has focused on the security aspects of
climate change, such as food insecurity and broad human security
risks (Barnett and Adger 2007; Bohle et al. 1994), the risk of climate-
related armed conflicts (Raleigh and Urdal 2007), or the regressive
consequences of prominent climate security discourses and policies
(McDonald 2013). Several geographers have also inquired about the
coercive dimensions of “securing” resources and the environment
through biodiversity conservation (Peluso 1993; Neumann 2004),
counterinsurgency-based forestry regulations (Peluso and Vandergeest
2011), and food security regimes (Sommerville et al. 2014).

Summary

If the core concern of the discipline has been about the spatial dimen-
sions of security and securitization processes, the breadth and scope of
questions and areas of inquiries are vast – ranging across questions of
environmental security, classical geopolitical concerns about nation-
states and the international system, and preoccupations with social
cohesion related to identity construction and everyday forms of socio-
economic vulnerability. The perspectives taken on framing these ques-
tions have also varied considerably. While geographic praxis is
generally tied to the pursuit of “official” security agendas, many geog-
raphers have taken a critical stance, which is reflected in their attention

but also “environmental possibilism” – a more nuanced but still divisive
relational approach between social and natural systems (Sprout and Sprout
1957). In contrast, recent concepts, such as “socionature,” have been seeking to
remove boundaries between the social and the natural (Swyngedouw 1999).
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to uneven power relations and the biased effects of securitization
processes.6 Some geographers have followed suit, particularly from
the 1970s onward, focusing on the discriminating character of security
discourses and repressive character of securitization processes as well
as their spatial dimensions. As discussed later, the theoretical
grounding of “critical geography” in poststructuralism, feminism,
and postcolonial theory has contributed much to such alternative
perspectives. What is at stake now is a more thorough combination
of the three main approaches outlined previously – descriptive, pre-
scriptive, and (self-)reflexive – so that geographical studies of security
extend beyond spatial tool or pure critique to advance a progressive
conception and praxis of security rejecting the discriminatory logic of
securitization and the many forms of violence involved in security
practices. Such goals may appear as naïve and utopic when considering
many of the concerns and routines of “security.” Yet, it is precisely
those goals that are needed to bring about inclusive and progressive
forms of security that reduce the various forms of violence and the
most respect for difference.

Theoretical perspectives and methodological approaches

Emerging as a “modern” discipline in the nineteenth century in West-
ern countries, geography’s theoretical engagements with security
evolved over time and drew from several fields including political
economy, sociology, and the history of sciences. Such engagements
with new theory followed not only from scholarly innovations in other
fields but also from self-reflexivity within the discipline in the face of
broader ethical concerns about deep-seated inequalities and the com-
plex interplay of superstructure and agency within capitalism (and
later, neoliberalism). In short, there was a sense among a few geog-
raphers, such as David Harvey, that the discipline needed to move
beyond the environmental determinism, descriptive regionalism, and
universalism of the 1950s “quantitative revolution” prevalent in most

6 Such critical stances can be found in the work of late nineteenth century anarchist
geographers, such as Reclus and Kropotkin, who pursued alternative paths to a
more broadly defined “security.” Denouncing the inequities of capitalist
economies and rejecting oppressive forms of state-led governance (including
communism), these geographers advocated alternative forms of security, such as
“mutual aid,” in the case of Kropotkin (Springer 2012).

80 Philippe Le Billon

D7B C 8 C7 3 3 34 7 3D :DD C  3 4B 697 B9 B7 D7B C :DD C 6  B9  ,1  
. 3676 8B :DD C  3 4B 697 B9 B7 3 4B 697 2 7BC D /3 0 3D C 4 7 D D D:7 3 4B 697 B7

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316227671.004
https://www.cambridge.org/core


of mainstream geography at the time. From the early 1970s to the early
1990s, a number of shifts occurred within geography, including
feminist theory and postmodernism (Johnston 2010).

Geography and critical theory

The main theory objectives of contemporary geographers have been to
explain how an issue came to be included in the security realm and to
explore its normative and embodied implications. From the early 1990s
onward,muchof geography joined the “critical turn” in security studies –
most notably through the emergence of the subfield of “critical geopolit-
ics.” Critical geographical studies of security thus became about the
writing of space through security as a concept: how secure or insecure
spaces, and the means to render people (in)secure, are constructed and
performed. Such studies mostly draw from poststructuralism in seeking
to disrupt established meanings and narratives and expose power rela-
tions that sustain the “truth effects” of spatial categorizations. Building
from Foucault’s concept of “power/knowledge,” a focus on discourse
and deconstruction ofmeanings offers opportunities to understand better
why some issues are framed in security terms, and how. Drawing from
postcolonial theory and most notably the works of Edward Said, critical
geographers have been especially attentive to the “colonial vocabularies
within which geopolitical thought in general, and security discourse in
particular, remain enmeshed” (Dalby 2002, 184; Gregory 2004).

A major contribution, in this respect, results from the deconstruction
of endangerment narratives. Through maps, texts, and discourses more
generally, “geographical imaginations” shape understandings of safe
areas, danger zones, “Us” versus “Them” perceptions, and the like.
Imagined geographies are performed perhaps most visibly by state
officials, security advisers, and public media commentators but also
by popular discourses such as those conveyed by movies, video games,
and social media (Dittmer and Dodds 2008). Imaginative geographies
of (in)security take on material dimensions, which in turn shape secur-
ity narratives and practices. Through reiterative and referential prac-
tices, the performance of these discourses achieves concrete outcomes,
whereby understandings of certain places as inherently (in)secure
become “naturalized.” As Bialasiewicz et al. (2007, 406) note, “under-
standing discourse as involving both the ideal and the material,
the linguistic and the non-linguistic, means that discourses are
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performative . . . [and] constitute the objects of which they speak.”
Attention to the performativity of discourses moves analyses “away
from a reliance on the idea of (social) construction towards material-
ization, whereby discourse ‘stabilizes over time to produce the effect of
boundary, fixity and surface’” (Butler 1993, 9, 12, cited in Bialasie-
wicz, Campbell et al. 2007, 407). As Butler (2011, xii) argues, through
reiteration and citation, a “discourse produces the effects that it
names.” From this perspective, discourses of endangerment produce
the very dangers that they (falsely) construct in the first place. Biala-
siewicz et al. (2007, 405) survey “how geographers have documented
the performative nature of US security strategies, and identified key
mechanisms through which geographical knowledge has been wielded
to support specific political agendas.” The “security-entertainment
complex” (Sterling 2009) now increasingly shapes agendas and modes
of being – constituting what Thrift (2011) defines as an era in which
the “co-extensive sectors” of security and entertainment see the former
“boosted by the replacement of the binary of war and peace by
a generalised state of conflict” and the latter as “a quotidian element
of life, found in all of its interstices amongst all age groups.” This
permanence and intimacy shape relational spaces of being – spaces in
which securitization is pervasive and militarism rampant.

Feminist theory also influences contemporary studies of security
within geography through attention to scale and embodiment. Yet
whereas conventional geographers are generally interested in scale in
terms of a threat’s intensity and reach, feminist geographers are atten-
tive to scales at which threats play out in different yet connected ways.
Feminist geopolitics is particularly discerning vis-à-vis the scalar
dimensions of securitization processes. Its contribution is not simply
to challenge the “scales of geopolitics and refocus on the mundane,
everyday reproductions of geopolitical power” (Massaro and Williams
2013) and thereby call attention to the “micro”; rather, its main
contribution is “to argue that the intimate and global are intertwined
and co-constitutive – and it looks at security not across but as it threads
through those entangled scales.”7 Feminist geopolitics do empirically
focus on the everyday – but one in which the “international is
personal,” and vice versa (Dowler and Sharp 2001; Enloe 2000).
In doing so, feminist approaches seek to build new theoretical insights

7 Personal communication, Sarah Koopman, February 4, 2014.
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into transscalar processes of securitization between the “global” and
the “intimate” (Fluri 2011). In her study of intimate partner violence
policing in the United States, Cuomo (2013, 856) argues that “policing
practices are situated within narrow conceptions of masculinist secur-
ity that often fail to address victims’ multiple security need . . . [and
that] can create additional and different embodied fears and insecur-
ities for victims.” “Feminist geopolitics” is used here to identify the
limitations of masculinist security and reimagine security “to consider
the emotional security needs and fears of those being protected” (ibid.).

Embodiment and relationality are key to theorizing everyday experi-
ences of (in)security, as Hyndman and De Alwis (2004) demonstrate
in their account of gendered and spatially differentiated security in
Sri Lanka during the civil war and as Clark (2013) shows in her study
of migrant women and gendered violence in southeastern Turkey.
By questioning the separations often made between the “exceptional/
political sphere,” on one hand, and the “everyday/domestic” sphere,
on the other, feminist geopolitics thus not only pursues a downscaled
and embodied geopolitics (O’Tuathail 1996) that is attentive to emo-
tions (Pain and Smith 2012), but also reflects back on “macrolevel”
securitization processes.

Methodological approaches

Methodological approaches by geographers reflect their theoretical
perspectives, with a predilection for deductive and qualitative
approaches among critical studies of security while most “practical
geography” studies rely on quantitative approaches, either deductive
or inductive. If there is a relatively clear demarcation between qualita-
tive and quantitative scholarship, an increasing number of geographers
bridge the divide via mixed methods.

Quantitative approaches

Large-N studies dominate some types of security-related geographical
inquiries, such as studies of patterns of armed conflicts, crime, and
natural disasters as well as food and health insecurities. The shift
to quantitative “spatial analysis” – or the so-called quantitative revo-
lution of the 1950s – represented a theoretical move, notably toward
econometrics, and a methodological innovation, through the use of
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formal models, large-N statistics, and Geographical Information
Systems (GIS). Born of the US World War II regime and deeply con-
nected to the cold war military-industrial complex, this quantitative
shift pursued universality through the empirical use of spatial analysis
(Barnes 2008). Concerned with finding statistically demonstrable pat-
terns of (in)security, GIS and quantitative approaches have been
extended to many domains of inquiry (Klinkenberg 2007). With
spatial disaggregation becoming an important requirement of large-N
studies of armed conflicts in the last decade, many researchers have
scaled down data to administrative units, grid units, or the specific
coordinates of individual events. In this respect, several new data sets
have been built up, most notably that of ACLED (Raleigh and Hegre
2009). The methodological objective here is to disaggregate insecurity
more accurately spatially and to decipher causal linkages through
correlation with other variables. Beyond the prescriptive elements
often attached to these descriptive findings, there is nevertheless a
reflexive element in the ways practitioners reflect upon the spatial
categorizations that their studies create or reproduce. Formal models
have remained largely absent from critical geography, though geospa-
tial analysis is making a comeback (in part due to “critical spatial
analysis” – a subfield focusing on the critique and critical use of GIS;
see Schuurman 2006).

Qualitative methods

Most qualitative research methods rely on textual analysis, interviews,
field observation, and ethnographies. Critical geopolitics has long used
discourse analyses of security-related texts and “expert interviews” –

and has received criticism for doing so; feminist geographers in par-
ticular have pointed out that such methods produce disembodied
“critical geopolitics” accounts and reproduce dominant patriarchal
narratives (Sharp 2000). Feminist qualitative methods aim to provide
more nuanced contextualization, account for a diversity of voices and
perspectives, enable embodied encounters, account for emotional
dimensions, and provide opportunities for conducting research “in
solidarity” with the victims of securitization processes (Mountz and
Hyndman 2006). Some studies rely on long-term ethnographic
approaches with researchers maintaining a regular presence in particu-
lar places for a decade or more (for example, the US–Mexican border).
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Wright (2013) has documented over the past fifteen years the justice
struggles of working women and their families in downtown Ciudad
Juarez within a broader context of securitization and neoliberal
gentrification. Seeking to restore materialism to critical geopolitical
accounts through repeated detailed fieldwork along the most remote
parts of the US–Mexican border, Sundberg (2011, 318) demonstrates
“how deserts, rivers, Tamaulipan Thornscrub, and cats inflect, disrupt,
and obstruct the daily practices of boundary enforcement, leading state
actors to call for more funding, infrastructure, boots on the ground,
and surveillance technology”; her serious engagement with “nonhu-
mans” as actors in securitization practices “alter[s] explanations for
the escalation of US enforcement strategies.” Increasingly, critical
geographers rely on mixed qualitative methods, and even occasionally
include quantitative approaches (albeit mostly based on data collected
through survey questionnaires and community mapping).

Strengths and limits: How (in)secure is geography?

Geographical engagements with security take many forms and follow
diverse approaches. If the discipline classically imposes a positivist
materialism on identifying the spatial distribution of threats and the
geographical options to address them, more critical engagements take
a poststructuralist approach examining spatial representations associ-
ated with security and demonstrate the performative importance of (in)
secure(d) space. A strength of geography is thus its ability to contribute
to other disciplines through such diversity of perspectives and
approaches – though one should note that this diversity is not so much
harnessed within the field itself, as discussed later.

Another strength of the discipline is to provide more complex geo-
graphical concepts such as space and scale and key referent objects
such as territory. Space, for example, is not simply a container for
security threats and practices or even the socially constructed
“imaginative geography” of a supposed existential threat; rather, it is
a constitutive element of securitization processes through its performed
and performative dimensions. Similarly, the conceptualization of scale
as well as the use of multiscalar analysis constitute important contri-
butions from the discipline, notably through feminist perspective
emphasizing embodiment. Finally, a major strength of the discipline
is its engagement with the field and the use of direct observation,
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even if long-term ethnographies remain rare. In this respect, a “new
materialism” – keen on engagement with matter (Bakker and Bridge
2006) and “posthumanism” – is further enriching reflections about
the “grounding” of security practices, notably around borderlands
(Sundberg 2011). Overall, geography’s greatest potential strengths
include its diversity, its openness to new theories, its relative accept-
ance of multiple methodologies, and its widespread commitment to
critical inquiries and progressive goals.

The discipline’s main limit is a still-weak theoretical engagement
with the concept of security (at least outside the spatial dimensions of
securitization). There does not seem to have been a serious conceptual
debate around ideas of “strong/weak security” (akin, for example, to
the one about “strong/weak sustainability”). Geographers have dis-
cussed the relative intensity of security but more in the senses of the
extent of securitization processes (i.e., their emergence and pervasive-
ness) and of the relative hardening of security practices (i.e., militariza-
tion). Such relative intensity is notably described through everyday
experiences of anxiety, the “hard” rhetoric of securitization discourses,
the thinning or thickening of spaces of security, the radical “vertical-
ity” of the security gaze – for example, on Arab cities (Graham 2011;
Gregory 2011) and the multidimensionality of the securitized terrain
(Elden 2013). More generally, critical geographers have both called for
and pointed at emancipatory conceptions of security, but they have not
deeply engaged with other disciplines – especially political philosophy –
to define how such alternative conceptions would look and how they
would differ, for example, from conventional liberal theorizing on
basic needs and antidominative politics (see Herington, this volume).

Another limit is geography’s tendency to move rapidly to new topics
and approaches rather than take a more incremental approach to refine
methods, data, and findings. More specifically, the number of geog-
raphers directly engaging with the concept of security remains low
overall despite increased attention to the topic resulting from US
securitization policies, notably in the wake of 9/11. Critical geograph-
ers therefore tend to play an “intermediary” role: exploring new
theories often borrowed from other disciplines through a limited
number of case studies and refining their spatial dimensions but rarely
“testing” them more systematically. As a result, many studies consist of
critical discussions illustrated by discourse analysis and insights from
field observation. While this may represent a justifiable antipositivist
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stance, it often leaves the field of “hard data” – and the associated
“legitimacy” in the eyes of policy makers – to strategic think tanks and
geospatial analysis contractors, who are rarely paid or ideologically
motivated to demonstrate the empirical validity of critical arguments
denouncing securitization policies. Collaborative work is also still
relatively limited, with single-authored writing as the norm rather than
the exception in critical studies. Research funding’s move toward
larger and collaborative grants, deepening cross-fertilization across
disciplines and partnerships with researchers based in or originating
from “fieldwork countries” may help move geography further toward
greater interdisciplinarity and more diverse perspectives. Collabor-
ation between quantitatively oriented academics and critical geograph-
ers may be difficult to achieve but should probably be encouraged,
when applicable.

Limited policy engagement on security issues is another relative
weakness of the discipline. Though frequently immersed in security
policy material, critical geographers rarely engage through policy. This
can be explained in part by a desire to change the system from outside,
rather than from within – which, in turn, relates to the discipline’s
historical legacy of complicity in imperial projects and ongoing instru-
mentalization in “practical aspects” of militarism and security appar-
atuses. Some geographers had noticeable policy impacts until the
1950s, especially in the United Kingdom and United States – notably
Alford Mackinder and Isaiah Bowman (Smith 2003) – as well as in
Nazi Germany (Barnes and Minca 2013; Heske 1987). Many of these
historical figures were driven by state security or imperial objectives,
often at the expense of “non-national” populations (though some did
play a role in emancipatory movements). Much applied research does
directly seek to contribute to the implementation of security policies
(Bryan 2010). If many critical geographers (and in particular those
within “critical geopolitics”) generally remain in the intellectual realm
of academic critique, others (especially among feminist geographers)
seek to work “in solidarity” with people made more vulnerable
through securitization policies (including through protests, advocacy,
and support). In his review of human security and food security, two
areas well suited to geographical approaches, Huish (2008, 1386)
stresses that “social justice theorization must maintain the audacity
to envision radical improvements to the human condition, albeit pur-
suing working definitions for policy-makers.” By maintaining a radical
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edge, rather than “tinkering” with prevailing policies, geography may
remain at the margins of the established security establishment – yet
thereby keep alive an imaginary of alternatives, a much needed task
within a policy world under “neoliberal” hegemony.

Conclusion

For Alan Ingram, studying geographies of security is about considering
“how security is enacted across a range of sites and scales; the drivers
and effects of security practices; and the ways in which they are experi-
enced, questioned and contested.”8 As geographers, scholars do not
simply seek to explain how conditions differ across space and why –

that is, spatial differentiation – but rather “how certain spatial categor-
izations work, what enactments they are performing and what rela-
tions they are creating” (Tyler 2008, 2). Interested in spatial
representations of endangerment and in the spatial tropes mobilized
in discourses of security and securitization, geographers ask how some
particular spaces are discursively perceived, represented, and materi-
ally constructed as (in)secure, and how processes of securitization
unfold spatially. This reflexive approach to the interpretative tools of
the discipline means that many geographers take on a “critical
approach” to their craft – not only studying phenomena from a spatial
perspective, but reflecting on the dialectical relations between these
phenomena and their spatial expressions (both material and discur-
sive). As such it is not surprising that much contemporary geographical
work on security follows the “critical turn” of security studies,
whereby securitization itself becomes the object of analysis rather than
a project to be supported. This fits within broader disciplinary con-
cerns about denouncing unequal power relations and, in security-
related geography more specifically, about seeking alternatives to
oppressive and biased forms of security. The main questions thus relate
to the spatial dimensions of securitization, while the main objective is
to decipher better and denounce the “spatial logics” that support,
justify, and legitimate the violence of particular security discourses
and practices.

8 See Alan Ingram, Geographies of Security, UCL Course Outline 2012: one of
the few geography courses specifically devoted to a critical engagement with
security and securitization.
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To address these questions, and the referent objects studied, many
geographers have turned to critical social theory. This is not to deny
the importance of positivist work within the discipline (notably with
respect to criminology, military-related geospatial analysis, and disas-
ter or epidemiological studies); rather it is to point to the importance of
critical engagements with security over the past two decades. Nor is
this about denying the intrinsic value of security as a basic good,
especially since many critiques of “security” explicitly denounce it for
endangering the powerless. As such, critical perspectives need to avoid
broadly condemning “security” and instead be more specific in the
particular forms of security discourses and practices that they seek to
denounce. Largely driven by feminism and poststructuralism, attention
to security-related topics has mostly occurred within “critical geopolit-
ics” and its many variants. Methodologies have mostly centered on
textual analysis, especially official documents from the literature of
security “think tanks”; however, there is now greater engagement with
“the field” (either directly or through reporting and testimonies) as a
result of the need for more embodied approaches and a search for (sub)
altern perspectives.

Finally, geography’s preoccupation with a progressive agenda as
well as its combination of social theory and fieldwork observation
grants the discipline the ability to deliver nuanced accounts with both
conceptual and practical implications. Cross-fertilization with political
science, sociology, and anthropology (and to a lesser extent with
economics) is yielding fresh insights, methods, and data. This potential,
however, has not been fully realized – in part because the discipline
tends to follow individual research interests rather than to seek system-
atically to build a body of knowledge or pursue a policy agenda. The
most innovative thinkers in geography also tend to remain within the
realm of critique rather than provide and demonstrate the value of
alternative conceptions of security. Thanks to debates within the dis-
cipline, this is changing, and there is greater interest in delivering
concrete alternatives, notably in the areas of alternative forms of
geopolitics and in quantitative studies of security. Often spearheaded
by women in a discipline long dominated by men, this trend augurs
well for geography’s future contributions to security studies.
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5|SociologySecurity and insecurities

l i s a s tampn i tzky and greggor
matt son

In contrast to other disciplines, “security” has not traditionally been a
central focus of sociological research.1 This is not to say that sociolo-
gists have not studied problems, sites, interactions, and discourses that
are relevant to what has elsewhere been classified as security.2 But they
have tended not to conceptualize their work as such.3 Over the last
fifteen years, however, this inattention to security has begun to shift,
and sociologists have increasingly begun to frame their work around
the concept. This has included those who study the terrains of security
as it is understood in other disciplines – the realms of states, warfare,
and political violence. But it has also included sociologists at the core
of the discipline who research its traditional concerns of economic
inequality, the family, and other social institutions.

1 The situation in sociology resembles that of anthropology: “While other
disciplines have dedicated journals, programs of study, and entire schools of
thought to the security ‘problem,’ anthropology has largely refrained from
joining the conversation, even as other global phenomena (e.g. human rights)
have been prominent foci of anthropological scrutiny” (Goldstein 2010, 488).

2 There are also works by nonsociologists that have been highly influenced by
sociological approaches, for example, recent attempts to incorporate practice
theory, and the theories of Pierre Bourdieu in particular, in international
relations (e.g., Adler-Nissen 2012). And others have written on the “sociology”
of international relations, scrutinizing the conditions of knowledge by which it
was formed as something distinct from national interests (e.g., McSweeney
1999). Michael Skey asks what forms of belongingness nations provide in an
insecure world, interrogating the microfoundations of the security that foreign
policy is meant to provide, while Derek McGhee (2010) analyzes the degree to
which concerns over security expose different conceptions of citizenship and
human rights.

3 There are rare exceptions, which date back decades. These include Altheide
(1975), who discussed how security as gatekeeping restricting physical access to
certain locations in the process results in the construction and reinforcement of
racial and class boundaries, and Lowry (1972), who wrote on the interrelations
of secrecy and security.
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The study of security within sociology is thus bifurcated, with a
small but robust tradition studying what we will call here political
security in dialogue with other disciplines. Following Hobbes, scholars
of political science and international relations focus on security as the
key service provided by the state, most often referring to interstate war
and subwar conflicts. Sociologists have engaged little with the concept
of human security that emerged after the 1994 United Nations Human
Development Report (e.g., Gasper 2005). Security-related research by
sociologists has often focused on the production of expert knowledge
and collective cultural interpretations of these problems, as well as
about security and danger more generally, especially in regard to
revolution, terrorism, state violence against domestic civilians, fear of
crime, and disasters.

The disciplinary core of sociology, however, has more often focused
on insecurities of various sorts, particularly social, economic, or inter-
personal. This division is a function of the historical division of the
“objects of knowledge” among the social sciences by which profes-
sional incentives within disciplines are organized around particular
objects and levels of analysis. Sociologists tend to study processes
within particular societies, leaving the study of other countries to
anthropology and transnational politics to political science. Further-
more, “security” is not a category in which sociology departments
generally hire, although they do hire scholars who study crime, law,
deviance, social control, and, more recently, global processes. This
means that relatively few sociologists will focus their attention on what
we are here calling “political security,” at least until the interdisciplin-
ary study of security makes claims upon the core of the discipline.

This chapter compares these two sociological conceptualizations of
(in)security – political security versus social insecurities – including
their main concepts, questions, and theories. We also highlight the
research methods of exemplary studies, which like sociology itself
span the range of quantitative and qualitative, case studies and com-
parative, social-psychological and historical, and various combin-
ations of these. Within this methodological diversity of sociology we
see no particular patterns regarding methods and findings, perhaps
because of the infrequency with which sociologists study political
security. We then evaluate these research traditions for their promise
to provide insights for the interdisciplinary study of political security,
identifying areas of potential cross-fertilization. We further suggest
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that scholars should distinguish between political security as an expli-
cit object of discourse and practice and security as a broader category
of cultural understandings of safety and disorder. We conclude that
one of sociology’s unique contributions are the tools to study the
relationships among these different kinds of (in)security, connections
that are lost when research focuses solely on external threats to the
nation at the expense of internal, domestic processes.

Sociologies of (in)security

This section describes the recent engagements of sociologists with
security and insecurity as subjective feelings and structural conditions
at the level of the individual, the family, or the community.4 These
studies tend to reflect the fact that sociologists’ commitments have long
considered the role of gender, race, social class, sexuality, and other
axes of difference in their effects on perceptions and implementations
of security. At the most micro of levels, social psychologists and
sociologists of emotion research security in terms of the attachments
of children to their parents in the presence of family or economic
stressors (see review by Thoits 1989). At the macrolevel, sociologists
consider how citizen perceptions of security affect international policy,
a topic to which we will return. For nonsociologists, we hope this
review serves as a map of research traditions that have already
grappled with some of the same epistemological and methodological
issues that face contemporary security scholars. For sociologists, we
hope it spurs more application of sociological insights to the problems
of security.

Economic security is far and away the most robust engagement
sociologists have with considerations of security and insecurity. Very
few of these studies connect economic inequality to political security,
however, representing a significant disconnection that future studies
might address. The focus on the economy is particularly pronounced in
English-language literature because the main defined-benefits program

4 This review is based on a search for “security” in titles and abstracts of articles in
58 core sociology journals between 2000 and 2014. This netted 118 results, of
which 63 were articles authored by sociologists. Of the 55 book reviews, several
reviewed multiple books, and many books were reviewed in more than one
journal. Not all books were authored by sociologists, but their review in core
journals reflects their influence in their respective sociological subfields.
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in the United States is called Social Security (key monographs include
Amenta 2006; Béland 2005; Hardy and Hazelrigg 2010). However,
the transnational project of the European Union has also provided a
comparative focus to sociological analysis of economic stability politics
(e.g., Hicks 2000; Muffels 2008).

Sociologists have long evaluated how government programs and
changing work and retirement conditions affect measures of inequality
and economic insecurity (e.g., Brady 2005). These include studying
how low-income families respond to economic insecurity (e.g., Sherra-
den and McBride 2010). Domestic political opposition to entitlements
programs has received sustained treatment as a cause and effect of
income insecurity (Rogne et al. 2009), as has the global trend toward
the privatization of government benefits (e.g., Quadagno 1998). Other
trends that affect economic security include rates of immigration
(Martin 2003) and the increase in casual labor at the expense of
long-term work contracts (e.g., Bowles and MacPhail 2008). The
relationships between these feelings of insecurity, general economic
uncertainty, or rates of economic inequality and support for war or
security policies are unexplored.

There is also a robust tradition of research on “food security,”
a concept sociologists study in three distinct ways: as it relates to
community development, as a way of describing risks to industrial
agricultural food systems, and as a means of describing hunger (see
Mooney and Hunt 2009). Methodologically, these studies range
across comparative statistical assessments of trajectories of country
development (Scanlan 2003), interviews with farmers or patrons of
farmers’ markets, discourse analyses of scientific documents about
organic food or foreign policy documents, and participant observa-
tions of community gardens or working family food preparation
practices (e.g., Lawrence et al. 2013).

More recently, “precarity” has become the term of art to describe
studies of economic insecurity: “the temporary nature of jobs, the
dismantling of social assistance programs, and the deepening of social
inequality” (Purser 2013, 74). This paradigm integrates research from
the micro-, meso-, and macrolevels to view precarity as “a source of
individual and social vulnerability and distress, affecting family, hous-
ing and communal security” (Wilson and Ebert 2013, 263). Especially
prominent in studies of precarity are ethnographic engagements with
part-time staffing agencies, documenting how this type of organization,
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which seems a valuable stopgap for the unemployed, actually “system-
atically exploits and reproduces structural vulnerability in the labor
market” (Elcioglu 2010, 117). Sociologists also explore the impact
of organizations on subjective perceptions of economic insecurity,
ranging from unions (Martin 2003), employers (Appelbaum, et al.
2006), and the lobbying activities of special-interest groups (Lynch
2011), to the impact of globalization and supply-chain economics on
employment conditions (e.g., Bender and Greenwald 2003).

Other researchers consider the implications of policies that also
describe security as designated by US government programs. For
example, the anthropologist Lorna Rhodes (2004) conducted an
influential ethnography of inmate mental health in those US federal
prisons designated as “maximum security” by studying control units,
the “prisons within the prisons.” She demonstrated forcefully how
monsters and psychopaths are created in this process of harming some
to create security for others: “Being in prison itself is bound to cause
harm through either neglect or attention, the degeneration of inmates
evoking a contrast with better days – national and institutional as well
as personal” (Rhodes 2004, 119). The interconnections that ethnog-
raphy permits across these levels – personal to national – are missing in
other studies of security.

Similarly, schools have increasingly recategorized disciplinary
problems as problems of security, rather than child behavior. Aaron
Kupchik’s four-school comparison combines ethnography with quan-
titative analysis to conclude that “much of the new homeroom security
is a response to fear and general insecurities rather than careful,
evidence-based deliberation” (2010, 9). He finds that such policies
instead undermine the legitimacy of school discipline and reinforce
inequalities between families who can influence administrators and
those who cannot.

Amy Hillier’s (2005) study examined how neighborhoods were
assessed for investment risk in the 1930s. These “residential security
maps,” as they became known, were based on passersby assessment
of housing stock, proximity to industry, heterogeneity by religion
(especially the presence of Jews or Catholics), ethnicity (cooking
smells, which could indicate investment insecurity), or the presence of
African Americans. These maps became the basis of a host of public
and private credit programs, entrenching inequality in the name of
investor “security.”
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The media’s role in personal perceptions of security and fear has
long been a staple of sociological research (see Altheide 1975; Sacco
1995). More recently, sociologists have explored why citizens “are
afraid of the wrong things,” in Barry Glassner’s (1999) influential
formulation of how perceptions of risk far outstrip actual dangers.
His dissection of media reports compares their coverage to the statis-
tical prevalence of a wide range of topics ranging from pedophilia and
political correctness controversies, to crack babies and crime. Glassner
indicts media and politicians’ accounts of dangers and bemoans the
ability of experts and data to gain traction in public debates.

Sociologists working in this area also frequently focus on the social
construction of knowledge about threats and dangers. For example,
Lynn Eden (2004) analyzed how the effects of nuclear explosion were
underestimated as a result of the organizational conditions under
which this knowledge was produced. The social construction of
dangers – the processes by which phenomena come to be seen as social
problems – has multiple lineages within sociology, ranging from the
emergence of drunk drivers as an object of fear and coercive social
policy (see Gusfield 1996) to the chronic misplaced fears that American
society is falling apart (Fischer and Mattson 2009). They also focus on
misplaced fears over moral and sexual matters, often called “moral
panics,” which produce profound collective insecurity but also harm-
ful policy responses that exacerbate inequalities (Altheide 2009;
Hughes et al. 2011). At their most harmless, the responses do not
address the underlying structural causes of the objects of concern.
At worst, they punish the victims or vulnerable and misdirect public
resources. “Sex panics,” a subset of moral panics, feature responses
against a sexual threat that target the already marginalized and
do nothing to address the structural sources of danger nor actual
perpetrators (e.g., Lancaster 2011).

Sociological contributions of security as policing and risk manage-
ment occur largely within interdisciplinary fields of criminology and
law and society. An influential model of security as existing along
multiple nodes among which the state is only one was developed by
the British criminologist Clifford Shearing (see Chapter 9). Criminolo-
gists in particular have a long tradition of robust empirical research
documenting distinctions and interaction effects among objective crime
rates, crime reportage, and subjective perceptions of crime and insecur-
ity (e.g., Lane et al. 2014). Criminologists have also applied traditional
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sociological understandings of crime to terrorism. Gary Lafree and
Laura Dugan (2004) answer the question “How Does Studying Terror-
ism Compare to Studying Crime?” arguing that “criminological theory,
data collection, and methodological approaches are highly relevant
to terrorism research and that applying criminological methods to the
study of terrorism could rapidly increase our knowledge of terrorism
and our understanding of its causes and consequences” (2004, 53).

Bernard Harcourt (2001) critiques the paradigm of “broken
windows” policing, arguing that it is premised upon a (false) view of
the world in which “these sharp categories – of law abiders and
disorderly – divide the world into two distinct realms” (Harcourt
2001, 125). Since the “broken windows” approach both is premised
on false assumptions, and, as Harcourt shows, is not actually effective
in reducing violent crime, why has it been so popular? The practice of
“broken windows policing” itself creates new categories of “orderly”
and “disorderly” subjects, reframing the way in which we view certain
actions (such as loitering) as harmful in and of themselves, which then
acts to make “order-maintenance policing” seem necessary and right in
response (2001, 165). Titles like “Rational Fear or Represented Mal-
aise” (Elchardus et al. 2008) and “Theorizing Fear of Crime: Beyond
the Rational/Irrational Opposition” (Lupton and Tulloch 1999) sum-
marize the robust findings that social inequalities affect dramatic mis-
matches between actual rates of victimization and perceptions of
threat. This line of research has particularly explored axes of inequality
on this gap between perception and victimization, especially in differ-
ences by gender, age, race, and class.

At the intersection of criminology and urban sociology, fear and
perceptions of security are embedded in physical places and how we
talk about and remember them (see reviews by Leverntz 2012; Loader
and Walker 2007; Taylor 1995). Researchers have long observed that
neighborhood changes affect perceptions of crime even in the absence
of actual changes in crime rates (e.g., Taylor 1995). In particular,
increases in black and Latino residents spur increases in fear for
community security (see Lane et al. 2014). Similarly, perceptions of
social integration and closeness to neighbors affect both fear of crime
and general feelings of happiness (Adams and Serpe 2000; Lotfi and
Koohsari 2009).

Urban sociologists have also studied the effects of this fear on
residents, ranging from the withdrawal of residents from the streets
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(Miethe 1995) to the rise of gated communities and other privatized
neighborhood security measures (Vesselinov 2008). This tradition also
distinguishes among perceptions of fear, trust, and security (Walklate
1998), including the distinction between fears for the self and fear on
behalf of others, so-called altruistic fear of crime on behalf of hypo-
thetical children, for example.

Ethnographies of gated communities by anthropologists have been
especially influential within sociology for conveying the complex
motives residents have regarding physical insecurity. Setha Low
(2004) performed a comparative ethnography of residents in Phoenix
and Mexico City. She found that residents seek a dual sense of security
of “protecting the individual from physical harm as well as providing
the sense of psychological well-being,” interpreting their desires as not
necessarily for gates themselves; rather, “it is through the symbolism
of gates and walls that the desire of gated community residents to
re-create their childhood environments becomes intertwined with
security” (2004, 90). Teresa Caldeira (2000) compared poor, middle-
class, and wealthy residents of Sao Paolo, examining how all residents
responded to fears of crime by closing themselves off in different ways,
ranging from gated condominium communities to gated minds:
“People feel restricted in their movements, afraid and controlled; they
go out less at night, walk less on the street, and avoid the ‘forbidden
zones’ that loom larger and larger in every resident’s mental map of
the city” (2000, 297). Demographic and fiscal analyses show the
interrelationships of race, place, and perceptions of crime and security
on rates of economic investment and gentrification (Hwang and
Sampson 2014).

While others debate the degree to which a strong and competent
security apparatus is necessary for democratic states, sociologists
mainly study the decentralization of security beyond the state. These
include the demands of private corporations, consumer demand for
private security services, and organizations ranging from neighbor-
hood associations to vigilante groups (see Wood and Dupont 2006).
This shifting balance between private and public security forces has
been the subject of considerable research (see Loader and Walker
2007; Sherman 1995). If state security forces are problematic, even
more so are the unaccountable and unabashedly biased corporate
ones. Another challenge to local, accountable policing forces is the
spread of transnational policing agencies that relieve national agencies
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of blame for harsh practices against migrants, shifting responsibility to
intergovernmental bodies such as EUROPOL that are detached from
domestic politics and interests.

This “commodification of policing and security” has several origins,
including the spread of consumer culture, the rise of a private security
market, and the weakening sense of democratic citizenship (e.g.,
Loader andWalker 2007). One result is that consumers demand visible
policing practices that make them feel safe rather than prevent or solve
crimes, for example. The transnational character of corporations
means that the implementation of corporate security has its own logics
of implementing an internally consistent policy across multiple juris-
dictions (see Walby and Lippert 2014). Dissatisfaction with state
security can also lead to vigilante citizen security groups, such as the
self-described Minutemen, who patrol the United States border with
Mexico to deter immigration (Doty 2007).

This section has recounted sociological engagements with security on
its traditional disciplinary terrain, what we have characterized as the
sociology of insecurity. These range from research traditions with little
intersection with political security, such as work on economic inequal-
ity, that present potent future research possibilities. Other areas, such as
the work on fear of crime, offer significant possibilities for theoretical
cross-fertilization with political security because of its relative maturity
and robust empirical findings. This is not to say that sociologists have
not engaged with “security” as such, a topic to which we now turn.

The sociology of political insecurity

Sociologists have long studied war, conflict, protest, and revolution:
topics that could be situated within a framework of security (and
often have been by scholars in other disciplines), yet sociologists have
most often not framed their research into such topics as being pri-
marily about “security.” These include classics of political sociology
about revolutions and the rise of states (see Walder 2009) and more
recent works about the role of war in state formation (Tilly 1992;
Wimmer 2012). Similarly, sociologists have studied war, insurgency,
and soldiers, but largely in the subfield of military sociology (e.g.,
Kestnbaum 2009), with these studies of the military as an institution
dating back to the “American soldier” studies that emerged out of
World War II (Stouffer 1949).
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More recently, there has been renewed interest among sociologists in
studying empire, imperialism, and colonialism (e.g., Steinmetz 2013).
Gurminder Bhambra (2007) criticized sociology’s generalizations of
modernity that ignored Europe’s colonial needs for, among other
things, security for trade. Julian Go (2012) provides a devastating
empirical examination of the ways in which American imperialism is
not unique but repeats the British Empire’s economic and military
patterns. Again, however, these topics have not been framed primarily
as studies of political “security.”

Finally, sociologists have also addressed violence as a general social
phenomenon. Malesevic (2010) situates violence within classical
and contemporary social theory, discusses the social role of war and
violence in modernity and premodernity, and analyzes how war both
draws upon and affects nationalism, social inequality, and gender
divides. The social theorist Randall Collins produced a magisterial
(2008) work on violence that, as the title suggests, was almost entirely
focused on person-to-person violence. Collins suggests that when, and
how, violence occurs can be understood through an analysis of the
interactional relations among small groups at points of conflict. In
contrast to Collins’s microsociological approach, Michel Wieviorka’s
(2009) book is a sweeping account of how we should understand the
role of violence in modern society and (re)establish it as central to
social theorizing, addressing sources of political violence, the role of
violence in the formation of states, the role of the media, interpret-
ations of violence, and their interconnections.

More recently, however, sociologists have increasingly taken an
interest in the more “political” or state-centered forms of security.
These include studies of topics that tend to fall within the definition
of security used by other disciplines, as protection from violence when
the state is a key actor. In particular, sociologists have tackled the
relationship between security and such topics such as terrorism, state
violence, security expertise, disaster and catastrophe, and violence as
a social phenomenon.

Since 2001, sociologists have taken a particular interest in
“terrorism” (an early review of this literature is that by Turk 2004).
Whereas much of the extant literature on terrorism by nonsociologists
has treated it as a problem sui generis, sociologists have drawn insights
from the discipline’s tradition of studying social movements and social
protest, introducing new theoretical and analytical approaches, and
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providing useful correctives to the “problem of definition,” which has
tended to stymie the field (e.g., Beck 2008; Bergesen and Han 2006;
Kurzman 2011; Tilly 2006). Other sociologists have emphasized the
production of discourse about “terrorism,” focusing on the processes
of knowledge and culture by which threats of terrorism are classified
and produced (e.g., Altheide 2004; Bail 2012; Miller and Mills 2009;
Stampnitzky 2013a). For example, Colin Beck and Emily Miner
analyze how governments formally designate some groups and not
others as “terrorists,” finding that groups that engage in violence
against civilians are more likely to be formally designated as terrorists
by states if they “target aviation” or if they have an “Islamic ideo-
logical basis” (2013, 837).

Robin Wagner-Pacifici’s Discourse and Destruction: The City of
Philadelphia versus MOVE (1995) analyzes the events that led up to
the violent confrontation between an urban police force and a radical
black separatist group that ended with eleven members of MOVE dead
and the destruction of an entire city block. Through interviews, hearing
testimony, and an analysis of government documents she makes sense
of the rival ways that city officials classified MOVE, how the classifi-
cation of terrorist won, and how escalations in narrative served inter-
ests on both sides, leading to conflict. Wagner-Pacifici’s account
warrants particular attention for the ways in which the melodramatic
language of war was deployed at the municipal level, labeling MOVE
children as feral or young terrorists. These narratives, playing out in
the otherwise dispassionate context of bureaucratic memos and
lawyer-speak, justified an intervention that remains controversial to
this day.

By treating terrorism as a variation of social protest and conflict,
sociologists have made contributions such as theorizing under what
circumstances groups will engage in or refrain from using terrorist
tactics. Jeff Goodwin (2006a) draws on sociological theories of rebel-
lion and revolution to argue that terrorism is most likely to occur when
(potential) proponents of such acts see civilians (potentially to be
targeted) as categorically different from them, and as complicitous
with the state that is their target, and, conversely, so long as insurgents
see civilians as potential supporters, they will not be attacked. Further,
he suggests that when states blur boundaries between government
actors and citizens, or between military and civilians, it becomes more
likely that potential terrorists will do the same, that the presence
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of affective ties between insurgents and privileged groups will tend
to work against the likelihood of categorical terrorism (Goodwin
2006b).

Charles Kurzman (2011) takes a counterintuitive tack in The Miss-
ing Martyrs: Why There Are So Few Muslim Terrorists. The question
he poses is this: “If there are more than a billion Muslims in the
world, many of whom supposedly hate the West and desire martyr-
dom, why don’t we see terrorist attacks everywhere, every day?”
(2011). An expert on social movement theory and the Iranian Revo-
lution, Kurzman answers his question using interviews, surveys
of public opinion, political documents, and casualty statistics. He
finds that the major deterrents against terrorism are Muslims them-
selves, among whom terrorist movements are thoroughly marginal.
Despite widespread anger against Western government interference,
terrorist attacks overwhelmingly turn Muslims against radical Islam-
ists. Kurzman argues that the best way to win hearts and minds is
to listen to liberal Muslims, even when their advice is to not embrace
them too closely: “If anybody is going to be discredited by association
with American hegemony, Muslim liberals may prefer it to be their
rivals” (2011, 161).

Sociologists have also studied state violence, including torture and
other human rights violations often perpetrated in the name of “secur-
ity.” These have included comparisons of state violence in Serbia and
Israel (Lazreg 2008) or Lisa Hajjar’s (2013) recent overview of torture,
which compares its use in ancient, colonial, and neocolonial contexts.
She summarizes the sociological answers to such questions as torture’s
prevalence, why organizations torture, whether torture works, why
accountability is so difficult to enact, and the uses of human rights
to prevent it. James Ron (2003) uses interviews, fieldwork, and docu-
ments to conduct a comparative analysis of state violence in Serbia
and Israel, to develop a theory of why states will engage in more or less
brutal forms of repression: why states will sometimes engage in ethnic
cleansing, and at others in what he labels “ethnic policing,” showing
that it is important to study not just when or whether states will engage
in violence, but how and why.

Studies of disaster and catastrophe represent another frequent topic
of study for sociologists (see Freudenburg et al. 2012), a research
tradition summarized succinctly by the title of a volume about
Hurricane Katrina: There Is No Such Thing as a Natural Disaster
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(Squires and Hartman 2006). This subfield has a long and distin-
guished history within sociology, starting with Kai Erickson’s (1976)
study Everything in Its Path, an analysis of the Buffalo Creek flood in
West Virginia that killed 125 and displaced more than 4,000.
Through his own interviews and by analyzing tens of thousands of
pages of transcripts collected by the survivors’ legal team, Erickson
described the factors that influenced the trauma of survivors, claiming
that what psychiatrists were diagnosing only measured individual
trauma, when survivors were actually mourning a lost communality
and the everyday ties disrupted by their haphazard relocation to
trailer camps. Erickson introduced the influential distinction between
disasters not only as acute events, but also as chronic conditions, such
as poverty, individual isolation, or racism.

Eric Klinenberg’s (2002) Heat Wave was an influential work in this
tradition that studied how social inequalities structured the mortality
rates and reportage of the 1995 Chicago heat wave that killed more
than seven hundred people. Through interviews, an ethnography of a
major newspaper newsroom, and detailed analyses of epidemiological
reports, he showed that the thirtyfold difference in death rates between
African American and Latino men was largely the product of living
alone, an uncommon situation among the latter.

These classics underpinned an explosion of such studies on the
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina that analyzed the failures of the US
government. Two especially influential edited volumes contained
mixed-method studies of the way stratification and inequality affected
the decisions that caused and exacerbated the hurricane’s destructive-
ness, inequalities that were subsequently magnified by the unequal
responses by government and nonprofit agencies (e.g., Bankston et al.
2010; Squires and Hartman 2006).

Sociologists have often studied disaster as an organizational prob-
lem. Vaughn (1997) analyzes the 1986 Challenger shuttle explosion as
not merely a technical failure, but the result of an organizational
structure that made it difficult for certain types of information about
risk to be communicated effectively. Perrow (1984)’s Normal Acci-
dents posits that certain types of failures are unpreventable in complex
systems such as nuclear reactors, and that expectations that accidents
will not occur are unrealistic. He documents how redesigns that imple-
ment redundancies into the system might appear to solve such prob-
lems, but such reworkings will themselves introduce new potential

102 Lisa Stampnitzky and Greggor Mattson

8C D 9 D8 4 4 45 8 4 BD,  64 5C 7:8 C: 6 C8 8C D BD, 7  C:  . 2  
/ 4787 9C BD,  64 5C 7:8 C: 6 C8 .4 5C 7:8 3 8CD 04 1 4 , , D 5 86 8 .4 5C 7:8 . C8

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316227671.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


points of failure. Lee Clarke’s (1999) Mission Improbable considers
the similarities among terrorism, nuclear accidents, and assassinations,
arguing that organizations construct “fantasy documents” that make
us feel that there are emergency plans but can ultimately make us less
safe by pretending that the unknown is known.

Further areas studied by sociologists that could fall within the
domain of “security” studies include the intersections of science, tech-
nology, and safety. For example, Jeanne Guillemin (2005) has studied
the ways in which expert knowledge about biological agents trans-
formed them into potential weapons, information that both created
security threats and had to be protected as a threat to security itself.
David Lyon and David Wood (2012) assess the mixed empirical results
of surveillance tactics to provide security, ranging from closed-circuit
television and computer privacy safeguards to biometrics and credit
card tracking, topics taken up in Torin Monahan’s (2006) edited
volume as well. The ways in which safety and security are themselves
embedded within commonsense cultural understandings are reviewed
by Susan Silbey (2009), who argues that claims that a “safety culture”
can be created are belied by sociological understandings of culture as
emergent and indeterminant.

Sociologists, following Ulrich Beck’s (1992) influential theorization
of modernity as the assessment and anticipation of risk, have also
theorized security in these terms (see review by Elliott 2002). Studies
in this “risk society” tradition analyze how the disruptions caused by
globalization are “prejudged” by governmental and corporate actors,
meaning that understandings of risk have their own effects beyond the
underlying processes of globalization. Some suggest that all sites of
social uncertainty and risk can be incorporated under the umbrella of
security studies. Bajc (2013) anticipates a time when the voluminous
data collected by government agencies will be turned over to research-
ers, allowing “the creators to divide the world into taxonomies in such
a way that each person can be unambiguously positioned into a single
category, information related to such category accumulated methodic-
ally, and specifications devised on how to act on this information”
(Bajc 2013, 619). But others have countered that states have com-
monly failed at such attempts at rationalization, because problems of
security tend to overflow customary categories and logics as a result of
the ease with which nonexperts can make claims about it (de Goede
2008; Stampnitzky 2013b).
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For a sociology of (political) security

Why should sociologists study security? What are sociology’s unique
contributions to its study? And in what ways might sociologists con-
nect the insights at the core of their discipline to the interdisciplinary
debate? For sociologists to contribute, their research needs to move
from a sociology of insecurity to a sociology of security. To state it
another way, sociologists need to leverage their understandings of
insecurity as a subjective perception to study how it is made real by
institutions and practices. Key areas in which this work might be
carried out are in the questions of what is done in the name of security,
how certain phenomena but not others are classified as security prob-
lems, and the processes by which practices of “security” travel from
one social field to others.

Among the key contributions of sociological approaches to political
security are answers to the question, Why is studying security so
difficult? The problem stems in part from the concept’s polysemy
(Ranasinghe 2013; Stampnitzky 2013b; Valverde 2011; Zedner
2003). Yet, as Joseph Masco notes, the term “is almost never defined
by those in the political arena who rely almost entirely on it. It is rather
more commonly evoked as a self evident good, a rationale for wide-
ranging and (particularly in the United States) often quite extreme
political visions” (Masco 2010, 509). This bifurcation thus suggests
that there are two epistemologies of security in contemporary scholar-
ship that structure the way it is studied. One is to study security as an
objective, real state of affairs; a course that requires accepting or
refuting the political definitions on their own terms. The alternative is
to study security as a terrain of discourses and practices that are
applied by powerful actors to different sites at different points in time,
looking for places where security could have been invoked but was not,
the irregular application of security practices, or the way actors or
institutions resist some definitions of security over others.

In the objective tradition of security as realpolitik, sociologists have
used their traditional disciplinary tools to measure the realities of
security, although they have not conceived it in the terms of the
interdisciplinary study of political security. For example, sociological
studies of “family security” use the word as a synonym for stability.
This suggests fruitful opportunities for connecting the microworld of
family economic insecurity to broader questions of political insecurity.

104 Lisa Stampnitzky and Greggor Mattson

8C D 9 D8 4 4 45 8 4 BD,  64 5C 7:8 C: 6 C8 8C D BD, 7  C:  . 2  
/ 4787 9C BD,  64 5C 7:8 C: 6 C8 .4 5C 7:8 3 8CD 04 1 4 , , D 5 86 8 .4 5C 7:8 . C8

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316227671.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


We know less about how perceptions of security threats vary among
people of different social classes, or whether rates of economic inequal-
ity affect population-level perceptions of political security, or how
changes in “family security” affect public opinion in favor of war,
the curtailment of civil liberties, or other political interventions.

In the subjective, social constructionist tradition, security has been
studied as a terrain of discourses and practices that can only be
understood in particular contexts at limited historical moments. Some
of the strongest, and most distinctive, contributions of sociologists to
the study of security stem from such analyses of the production of
knowledge and cultural interpretations about security. These range
from studies of how individuals understand security threats, to studies
of societal commemorations, to analyses of the production of official
discourses about “security.”

Tamar Liebes (1992) provided an influential analysis of how Israelis
developed political worldviews about security in response to media
consumption. Through interviews, she found that viewers of television
news tended to develop more “hawkish” security views. This was not
necessarily because news shows were deliberately biased, but because
“dovish” positions depended on communicating ambiguities that were
less powerfully communicated through television than the seemingly
more straightforward “hawkish” positions.

Later, Andrew Perrin (2005) analyzed a stratified random sample
of more than one thousand letters to the editor published in major
newspapers before and after the September 11, 2001, attacks. He
coded the letters for statements regarding authoritarianism and anti-
authoritarianism to understand how the threat posed by terrorist
attacks affected the political attitudes of ordinary people. Rather than
a simple rise in authoritarianism in response to the attacks, he found an
increase in both discourses, arguing that they “are paired elements of
political culture that are invoked together in the face of a national
threat” (2005, 167).

Mohr and his collaborators (2013), on the other hand, analyzed the
framing of security threats at the national political level by studying
the texts of US National Security Strategies. They did this by analyzing
the texts via computer-automated textual coding, applying Kenneth
Burke’s concept of a “grammar of motives” to the documents.
Christina Simko (2012) analyzed the production of collective meanings
about security threats in social commemorations, analyzing all
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presidential speeches about 9/11 and the speeches given at annual
memorial services at the Pentagon, in Manhattan, and in Shanksville,
Pennsylvania. She found that site-specific meanings were durable,
affecting subsequent performances even by political rivals: Presidents
George W. Bush and Barack Obama, though from different parties and
political leanings, used the same tropes at different sites, indicating that
the meanings of the attacks remained “tragedy” in Manhattan but
“sacrifice” at the other two sites. Her research suggests the power of
initial interpretations of disasters to shape future responses.

Much of the work in this area focuses on the production of public
knowledge about – or denial of – security, insecurity, danger, or other
threats. Stanley Cohen’s (2001) States of Denial connected individual
states of denial, such as denial of alcoholism, to societal-level denial of
political atrocities. From case studies ranging from “passive bystand-
ers” and “compassion fatigue” to genocides and truth commissions, he
derives the lesson that the value of “inclusivity” must be promoted
and “passivity” shamed if information about horrors might lead to
political interventions. Sutton and Norgaard investigated denial at the
individual and social levels through in-depth interviews to answer
the question “Why and how do individuals distances themselves from
information about their government’s participation in torture and
other human rights violations?” (Sutton and Norgaard 2013, 495).
They found that varieties of denial are shaped by social and political
contexts.

Similarly, Jared Del Rosso (2011, 2014) examined the social
“denial” of torture in texts produced by the war on terror, advancing
work done earlier by Gregory Hooks and Clayton Mosher’s (2005)
analysis of official justifications given for torture at Abu Ghraib.

Rachel Wahl, in contrast, conducted interviews and fieldwork with
law enforcement officers to elicit their explanations for “why they
torture.” She found that police “torture more widely than their own
conceptions of justice allow, but see this as an imperfect implementa-
tion of their principles rather than a violation of them,” a finding that
contrasts with understandings that human rights ideas are merely
imperfectly understood in local contexts (2014, 807). Torture is thus
not necessarily a failure of human rights, but may be used in service
of them.

A related area where sociologists have also made significant contri-
butions is the production of security knowledge and expertise, a field

106 Lisa Stampnitzky and Greggor Mattson

8C D 9 D8 4 4 45 8 4 BD,  64 5C 7:8 C: 6 C8 8C D BD, 7  C:  . 2  
/ 4787 9C BD,  64 5C 7:8 C: 6 C8 .4 5C 7:8 3 8CD 04 1 4 , , D 5 86 8 .4 5C 7:8 . C8

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316227671.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


that draws upon sociology’s traditional focus on occupational legitim-
acy and professionalization (e.g., Eyal and Pok 2011). Gil Eyal (2006)
analyzed the interconnections of academia and the military in Israel,
asking why academic scholars of the Middle East would become
involved in military intelligence work. He traced how the social struc-
ture of the expert field led certain types of experts to influence policy
and public discourse more than others, and finding that, as one group
of experts, the “Arabists,” were usurped, this led to changes in both
how Israeli national identity was constructed, and how Israel con-
structed security policies against the Palestinians.

Lisa Stampnitzky (2013a) analyzed the changing production of
expert knowledge about political violence arguing that the category
of “terrorism” and the role of the “terrorism expert” have been copro-
duced. On the basis of interviews with contemporary security experts,
archival research on the history of knowledge production about ter-
rorism from the 1960s until the 2000s, and a network analysis of the
participants in terrorism conferences, Stampnitzky traced the shifting
definitions of what constituted terrorism in relation to the institutional
origins of the claimants. She found that experts were unable to define
terrorism with any degree of specificity, leaving them unable to prevent
political or media figures from anointing acts as terrorism that did
not meet any consistent criteria. Stampnitzky argues that this reveals
that terrorism, as a social problem, is inseparable from the experts
who arose to talk about it, meaning we must attend closely to the
ways in which problems and experts are intertwined.

In addition to the study of expertise itself, sociologists have studied
how policy makers construct meanings of danger and threats, and
the technologies through which they do this, as in Gregoire Mallard
and Andrew Lakoff’s (2011) study how “techniques of prospection”
are used by leaders to imagine future threats. Similarly, Melinda
Cooper (2010) has studied how the forecasting technique of “scenario
planning” has traveled from the world of security and disaster plan-
ning to other realms, such as finance.

Perhaps the most unique contribution of sociologists lies in those
innovative studies that connect perceptions of security to international
relations. For example, Joane Nagel (2011) provides an optimistic
account of climate change policy despite widespread skepticism in the
US population that climate change exists, is caused by humans, or
requires policy response. By her account, the adoption of climate
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change policies among two of the most conservative elite communities –
the military and international corporations – means that American
policy will address climate change despite popular skepticism. Her
assessment was later confirmed by media reports, highlighting the
advantages of applying the sociology of risk perception to traditional
considerations of political security.

These studies of collective understandings of security are akin to, but
not exactly the same as, “securitization theory” as studied by political
scientists (see Bourbeau 2014; Buzan et al. 1998). In this case, sociolo-
gists might study how “securing the family” became a concern in the
early twenty-first century among religious conservatives in American
suburbs. Similarly, sociologists might study why the military has been
the primary site of American concerns about security and not the
family, and how this application of security to some domains over
others is produced, and by whom. Sociologists have indeed studied
why some sites rather than others have become “securitized.” For
example, climate change has recently been defined as a threat to
national security by the US Department of Defense, complicating its
relation to its traditional supporters on the conservative Right. While
the objective tradition would accept this classification and use socio-
logical tools to measure the ways in which climate change is a security
threat, the subjective tradition (e.g., Nagel 2011) would problematize
how the domains of environmental and military expertise became
connected at a particular moment.

We argue that the sociological approach gives particular value to the
latter. This is both because the former tradition is well represented
by other disciplines both theoretically and empirically, and because
sociologists are already working in ways that challenge the first
approach. The fact that sociologists are already studying so many
disparate objects, sites, and institutions in the name of “security”
already suggests that it is an inherently unstable object. A coherent
way to move forward from this bifurcation would be to foreground the
traditional sociological contributions to the construction of social
problems to study the problematization of security itself.

To study what is done in the name of security, sociologists should
study the discourses, practices, institutions, and policies that determine
the content of security in particular contexts. Key questions that orient
this line of future research are the following: What is the object of
security, how is it produced, what does it govern, and what are the
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effects? The contemporary classics that should provide foundations
include the work of Stephen Collier and Andrew Lakoff (2008) on
how “critical infrastructure” became a concept that governments and
corporations must assess in terms of security.

Similarly, Melinda Cooper and Jeremy Walker (2011) contend that
the concept of “resilience,” first a governmental antidote to security,
smuggled those concerns into mainstream social scientific research. As
they summarize: “We trace the genealogy of ‘resilience’ from its first
formulation in ecosystems theory to its recent proliferation across
disciplines and policy arenas loosely concerned with the logistics of
crisis management.”We concur that these processes by which practices
of “security” travel from one field to another (as also deftly illustrated
by Jennifer Light’s (2003) research on how technologies of warfare and
urban combat became incorporated in mainstream urban planning)
should be another key domain for sociological investigation.

Another model is Harvey Molotch’s (2012) Against Security, which
deftly traces how “security” is produced through social and environ-
mental practices – sometimes resulting in less, rather than more, safety.
His wide-ranging book incorporates interviews, ethnography, and
analysis of government documents that cover a host of sites that
scholars of political security would recognize – subways, airports,
and the Ground Zero site in Lower Manhattan. But he begins his
discussion with public restrooms, using them to exemplify how they
are sites of “ambiguous dangers,” especially for women, that have
attracted lots of possible solutions except the one that might actually
make women safer: gender-neutral bathrooms. This illustration
grounds Molotch’s discussions of practical physical changes (wider
stairwells) and policies that empower individuals with the flexibility
to respond to novel circumstances.

In conclusion, sociologists have particular contributions to make to
the interdisciplinary study of security by (1) connecting their core
disciplinary concerns with domestic insecurity to broader political
insecurity and (2) by problematizing the interdisciplinary engagement
with security as an objective phenomenon. The former synthesis is
open ground waiting to be explored. The latter overlaps with other
disciplinary contributions to security studies. Fruitful understandings
of security are unlikely to result from either objective studies that
pretend there is no ambiguity about security, nor subjective studies
that destabilize security so fully that they ignore the very real feelings,
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behaviors, and institutional responses that are organized around it.
To understand how security is or is not the pursuit of war by other
means, a rational response to ambiguous or distant threats, or some
combination of the two, we need context-bound, empirical accounts
of how security operates in specific institutional frameworks. Only
through such research can the contradictions, discontinuities, and
organizational logics that “security” enables be uncovered.
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6|International relationsCelebrating eclectic dynamism in security
studies

ph i l i p p e bourbeau , th i erry balzacq ,
and myr iam dunn cavelty∗

While security is hardly discussed in philosophy (as Jonathan Hering-
ton, this volume, points out) and while theories of security are politely
neglected in law (as Wouter Werner, this volume, shows), it is the
preeminent concept in international relations. Courses on security
studies are taught in almost all undergraduate/graduate programs in
international relations around the globe. There is at least one security
specialist (and often, many more) in almost all departments of political
science and international studies in North America, Europe, and Asia.
Security is the primary focus of no fewer than four major journals
in the field – International Security, Security Dialogue, Journal of
Conflict Resolution, and Security Studies – and this list is expanding,
with the newly created Critical Studies on Security (2013), the Euro-
pean Journal of International Security (2016), and the Journal of
Global Security (2016). In the top twelve journals in international
relations according to the 2012 Thompson Reuters Citation Journal
Report, four are security-related journals. In short, security studies is
a massive field of research in international relations.

In the past decades, debates surrounding security studies have
evolved through several interrelated turns. Security has been
structured, systemized, broadened, deepened, gendered, humanized,
constructed, and privatized. Theoretical and empirical studies
detailing the contours and the importance of each of these approaches
to security abound in specialized journals. In this chapter, we want to
celebrate this eclectic dynamism. Through our discussion, we will
show that the diversification of referent objects, approaches, and
research methods is a crucial vector in the development and relevance
of security studies.

∗ For their comments and suggestions, we thank Keith Krause, Richard Price,
Vincent Pouliot, and Juha Vuori.
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Scholars have organized and reviewed this immense field of study
in several ways. Some of the most influential reviews address how the
various international relations approaches understand security (Williams
2013), how they distinguish between types of security (Collins 2013), and
what are the security problematics (Baldwin 1997). Still others tackle
the evolution of international security studies as a field of research (Buzan
and Hansen 2009). Although the discussion we offer in this chapter
will necessarily be influenced by these important contributions, we
have a different set of objectives here.

We seek to offer an analytical review of the main research questions,
theories, and methods driving security studies by analyzing three
mistaken beliefs that persist in international relations scholarship: first,
that security’s typical referent object has always been and will always
remain national security (or the security of the state); second, that
scholars based in North America (and particularly in the United States)
produce traditional/orthodox security studies, while those working
in Europe are the architects and the gatekeepers of critical security
studies; third, that critical approaches to security are incompatible with
methods generally associated with positivist epistemology, whereas
orthodox or traditional approaches to security cannot work with
anything other than a positivist epistemology.

To be sure, a one-chapter survey of this enormous field of inquiry
cannot hope to be comprehensive. There will certainly be those who
criticize this overview for eschewing a particular strand of literature
or for failing to provide sufficient bibliographical references for a
particular approach.1 It is important to keep in mind, however, that
our intended audience is not necessarily international relations folks.
Rather, the goal is to initiate an interdisciplinary dialogue on security;
we hope that the discussion contained herein will provide newcomers
to the field with a reasonable sense of the prominent schools of
thought, authors, debates, concepts, questions, and answers that
form the necessary basis for such an interdisciplinary dialogue to
commence.

1 In our effort to offer a synthetized overview of the field, several concepts or issues
have been excluded or not significantly discussed, such as arms controls, nuclear
weapons proliferation, terrorism, military doctrine, strategic studies, and ethnic
conflicts. Readers should not see this as a theoretical statement on what
constitutes a security issue.
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Referent objects of security

One way to systematize security research in international relations is
through the type of referent object that security researchers choose to
focus on. In the post-Westphalian era and definitely since the birth of
international relations as a discipline (Schmidt 1998), security actions
have been and still are closely associated with the needs and security
instruments of “the state,” a political entity defined by a permanent
population, a territory, a government, and the capacity to enter into
relations with other sovereign states (see Montevideo Convention on
the Rights and Duties of States, article 1) (States 1933). Security for
that referent object is traditionally pursued by classical instruments of
the state, most often the national army or other tools of statecraft such
as diplomacy (Walt 1991).

This particular concept of national security (which connotes a fusion
of the state with the nation) took form after the Second World War
(with earlier roots; Baldwin 1995). It is built on a notion of the modern
state that combines the importance of territorial sovereignty, a secular
political identity (Walker 1990), the emergence of private property
(Ruggie 1983), as well as modern nationalism (Anderson 1983; Mayall
1990). Within this construct, individuals grant the state the right to
protect them, in the process giving away part of their individual rights
in the service of collective security (Walker 1997). Therefore, security
emerges as “a condition both of individuals and of states,” with an
inseparable relationship between the two (Rothschild 1995, 61). The
combination of the norms of sovereignty with nationalism (linked to the
conception of the nation as “imagined community”; Anderson 1983, 7)
allowed for a notion of security that regarded the “inside” as different
from the “outside” (Walker 1993). The inside is a realm of similarity,
progress, and peaceful coexistence, whereas the outside is defined by
difference, anarchy, and the constant danger of conflict (Waltz 1959).

For many scholars, security of the nation state is the analytical and
normative focus, for at least two reasons: First, because of that insepar-
able relationship, securing the state means ensuring the security of the
entities within that state, that is, its society, its values, and its interests
(Buzan and Hansen 2009, 11). Second, because national security is
linked to the survival of the referent object that is constantly threatened
by the anarchic outside, national security is considered “high politics” –

a politics above others (Keohane and Nye 1977).
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Against this backdrop, security studies have prominently been defined
as “the study of the threat, use and control of military force” (Walt
1991, 22). Often, this conception of security is attributed to the neore-
alist paradigm, which claims a strong position in security studies (cf.
Legro andMoravcsik 1999). However, there is more diversity than that.
First, the other “big school” in international relations, neoliberalism, has
also produced much security-relevant literature that takes the state/
nation as the main referent object and explains issues of cooperation
rather than war (cf. Bennett and Stam 2004; Bueno de Mesquita et al.
2003; Doyle 1986; Gartzke 2007). Second, neorealism is highly diverse
itself (cf. Wohlforth 2009b), with scholarship incorporating a wide
range of issues and factors, effectively leading to a differentiation
between offensive realism (e.g., Mearsheimer 2001), defensive realism
(Taliaferro 2000–2001), and lately neoclassical realism (Rose 1998).

Importantly, however, and even with researchers looking inside states
for the domestic and ideational causes of war and peace especially after
the end of the cold war (Glaser 1994–1995; Posen 1993; Van Evera
1999), both big schools of international relations, despite their diversity,
have something in common: They assume a notion of the state that
universally applies throughout the international system. Crucially,
they take for granted that the external realm of politics is different from
the internal; that state interest and the interests of their societies
align; that states are (more or less) rational actors, whose actions can
be understood through scientific means (Deudney 2007; also Buzan and
Hansen 2009, 30–32). In other words, the central importance of “the
nation state” as referent object was never questioned.

In the last three to four decades, some security studies scholars have
started to engage critically with this dominant conception of national
security (and the referent object of “the nation state”) and diversify it
in at least three ways: The first move is called “widening” and entails a
move away from security as the study of the threat, use, and control of
military force. The second is called “deepening” and looks more
closely at the relationship between the state and its citizens. The third
breaks with the tradition of seeing security mainly as outward oriented
and looks more closely at how security also works on the inside and
how these distinctions between the inside and outside became porous.

First, researchers suggested that security was also of relevance in other
issue areas (or “sectors”) besides the military such as the environment,
the economy, or society (cf. Buzan 1983;Matthews 1989; Ullman 1983).
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The reason behind this move was their belief that security was (and
should be) much more than just military security. In part, this move was
paralleled (and influenced) by changes in practices to adopt doctrines of
comprehensive security on the level of governments and international
organizations as well as influenced by important events such as the oil
crisis of the 1970s or environmental degradation in the 1980s. The
second move by the “deepeners” served to add more units of analysis to
the traditional state-centric view; most explicitly, they have introduced
the idea that there are five levels of depth to security: international
systems, international subsystems, units, subunits, and individuals
(Buzan et al. 1998, 5f)

Foremost, wideners and deepeners focused on the what and the who
of security: That is, they discussed the legitimacy and practicability of
different security issues/referent objects. Second, scholars also inquired
into the metapolitical implications of this widening of security politics.
Some scholars argued that the extension of security politics to new
domains was colonizing the public space with unwanted logics of zero-
sum thinking (Deudney 1990), inclusion and exclusion (Booth 1991b),
or exceptional politics (Waever 1995). Prominently, some deepeners
have advanced the notion of human security, which has been defined
narrowly as freedom from fear (cf. Mack 2004) or broadly as freedom
from want (cf. United Nations 1994) and is essentially a type of
security that is desirable because it “distances itself from the exclusive
grip of a state-determined concept and becomes security relevant to
people” (Hoogensen and Stuvoy 2006, 219). Again other scholars
have focused on particularly vulnerable subjects such as children
(Rosen 2005) or have introduced a specific focus on women (and later
gender) into the study of international relations (i.e., Enloe 1989;
Steans 1998). Similarly, other scholars have focused on challenging
the unproblematized link between the state and security from the
perspective of non-Western settings (Ayood 1995). The assumption
that state-provided “national” security is something desirable only
counts if the notion of state is based on a working social contract,
which is not a given in many areas of the world.

Of course, these contributions to security studies are highly diverse
in their metatheoretical leaning and in the methods they use. What they
have in common, though, is that they took an explicit position against
the traditional and dominant concept of (national) security as
described earlier, especially in the 1980s and 1990s. Such positioning
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was indeed necessary just because the other notion of national security
with its referent object was so dominant. The result of this differenti-
ation was a conflict of the traditionalists versus the wideners-deepeners
(Krause 1998; Mearsheimer 1994–1995). From that conflict emerged
another differentiation: a group of scholarship labeled “critical” (often
by its proponents) (Krause and Williams 1997). While the label
“critical” means different things to different scholars (cf. Mutimer
et al. 2013), most of them share an interest in taking up various
unquestioned and taken-for-granted aspects of security. By opening
them up to analytical and normative inquiry, they initiated important
conceptual debates on the deeper politics of security. This is discussed
here as the third move.

Though critical scholarship is very diverse, many scholars within
that research tradition would probably agree that the definition of
referent objects is an unavoidable political act. It is unavoidable since
any threat/danger discourse must eventually be tied to some kind of
endangered entity in the political process to become meaningful and/or
actionable (Buzan et al. 1998). At the same time, this necessary selec-
tion of referent objects is always political, since it entails a larger
argument about legitimate claims to protection (Buzan 1991, 13).
Fundamentally, the definition of who or what exactly is threatened
promotes or relegates political subjects to different privileged or silent
positions, assigning legitimate claims to protection to some, but not to
others. Importantly, however, there are quite a few critical scholars
who would agree that (international or national) security is related
to the highest possible political and social stakes; in other words, it
is about existential issues such as survival, so that the protection of
securitized referent objects legitimizes extraordinary emergency
responses (Buzan et al. 1998; Waever 1995). That is why turning issues
into security issues always entails a danger of undemocratic proced-
ures, and processes of securitization need to be scrutinized carefully.

However, there are other security scholars who focus on security
that is no longer primarily about threats and battles against an enemy,
but are characterized by an inward-looking narrative about vulnerabil-
ities. They question the perception of security as “exceptional” and
linked to “extraordinary”means and suggest that security is also about
routine processes in bureaucracies by means of which it is sought and
produced (c.a.s.e. collective 2006, 469). In line with this, scholars
inspired by Continental philosophy have advanced different notions

116 Philippe Bourbeau, Thierry Balzacq, and Myriam Dunn Cavelty

D7B C 8 C7 3 3 34 7 3D :DD C  3 4B 697 B9 B7 D7B C :DD C 6  B9  ,1  
. 3676 8B :DD C  3 4B 697 B9 B7 3 4B 697 2 7BC D /3 0 3D C 4 7 D D D:7 3 4B 697 B7

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316227671.006
https://www.cambridge.org/core


of security, often lying outside the “state/legitimate-violence complex”
(Lobo-Guerrero 2008). This type of security studies is often influenced
by the concept of risk (Williams 2008), which has moved into the
field of security via other disciplinary approaches that have focused
on risk for decades (Petersen 2012). Particular to risk narratives is the
understanding that national security is not (or no longer) defined
by known and current threats, but rather by potentials of unforesee-
able (potentially catastrophic) harm. This is still security, but a security
of a different kind, which is empowering a range of specific govern-
ment rationalities, be it the permanent surveillance of populations,
precautionary arrests of suspects, or preemptive invasions of foreign
countries (Aradau and van Munster 2007).

In this world of nonexceptionality, there is no single essence of
security that researchers adhere to – in contrast to the traditionalists.
Also, security is not mainly the domain of security elites and polit-
icians. Instead, the research focus shifts to everyday security practices,
to less traditional security actors such as civil protection agencies, and
to actors outside government that have a central role in the creation of
danger knowledge and everyday security (cf. Hagmann and Dunn
Cavelty 2012; Huysmans 2006). Security is not understood as a con-
dition that is binary –meaning that one is either secure or not – but as a
future state of being that is continually approached through risk man-
agement or other routine practices such as surveillance, which solidifies
security’s ubiquity in the everyday (Bourbeau 2014; Huysmans 2014).
In terms of referent objects, moving away from one essence of security
and focusing more on routine practices than on exceptionality open
up the field of security studies to many different issues, including the
financial system (Kessler 2011), drugs (Andreas 2008), the environ-
ment (Floyd 2010), migration (Bourbeau 2011), urban spaces
(Graham 2011), or cyberspace (Dunn Cavelty 2013).

Importantly, the state is still there – but it is by far not the only or
the most important referent object within these diverse issue areas.
Scholarship within the tradition of the “third move” accepts more
amorphous and ambiguous characteristics of national security,
composed of a mixture of security problems – international, local,
regional, domestic, and global security issues are intertwined, put on
par, and sometimes not even differentiated conceptually. Its referent
objects populate a national security spectrum that connects global
threats right down to personal safety. Its referent object is often not
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the population or life more broadly but technical and social systems
that are designated vital to collective life. The sources of insecurity
(classically, the “enemy”) are moved to the background, as the stability
of technical and societal systems becomes a main aim of security
interventions. Many different actors, state and nonstate, are respon-
sible for this type of security. Clearly, however, the second, amorphous
and ambiguous type of security is not “the” new paradigm. Security
practices neither shift from one ideal type to another nor are universal
or without alternatives. Traditional national security – state, govern-
ment, and elite-centered – still prevails as a dominant tradition in many
universities around the world. Yet, this other type of security has been
gaining traction recently and stands in at times competing and at times
convergent relationship with other types of security.

Theories, geographies, and practices

While international relations’ literature has seen an explosion of refer-
ent objects of security in the past three decades, as the previous section
describes, the second preconceived idea that we want to tackle and
debunk is the often-heard claim that a geographical division exists
within security studies: Scholars based in North America (and particu-
larly in the United States) produce mainstream/traditional security
studies, while scholars working in Europe are the originators and
defenders of critical security studies. Countless times while presenting
at conferences we have heard US-based scholars dismissively label
European security researchers as “critical” and “nonscientific”
scholars. Similarly, you only need to sit in a panel or two at the British
International Studies Association annual conference to hear colleagues
discuss the “ludicrous” scientific efforts of US-based scholars, who are
“trapped in the folly” of a mainstream, rational-choice imperialist
approach to security.

If we look at major journals in the field, we can certainly observe
trends that seem to corroborate these anecdotal findings. One of
the top journals in the field, International Security, published by the
Harvard Kennedy School of Government, is resolutely traditional and
only rarely (if ever) publishes articles that explicitly adopt a critical
approach. Equally, you would be hard-pressed to find many articles
opting for an “offensive” realist perspective in the most well-regarded
critical security studies journal, Security Dialogue, published by the
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Peace Research Institute of Oslo. In short, the field of security studies is
often portrayed as a 2 × 2 field: North America/orthodox versus
Europe/critical.

We argue against the usefulness of this geographical demarcation as a
tool with which to analyze the past, present, and future of security
studies. In providing an overview of the influential theories of security,
we hope to show that the diversity of approaches across geographical
locations is so well established that it is hard to sustain a simplistic
distinction based on theoretical orientation and location. To be sure,
we are not arguing that there are no traces of geographical divisions
remaining in the field. Undoubtedly, geographical divides are still pre-
sent in general and for certain subfields of security studies. Yet, we argue
that the chasm has shrunk to a point where one can seriously question
the usefulness of a geographical representation of the field as a whole.

The dominant theory in security studies has been for a very long time
the realist one. Of all the variants of realism, structural realism (or
neorealism) has been the most influential. It is widely accepted that
structural realism emphasizes four core elements: States are seen as
rational actors and by far the most important actors in the inter-
national system; there is not an international authority that can prevent
the use of force between states (the system is then said to be anarchic);
each state cannot take for granted its security and thus, is responsible
for ensuring its own survival, most notably through the nurturing of
material capabilities; the balance of power (the formation of alliances
with certain states to counter the threat of other states) is the defining
mechanism that regulates the international system and explains war
and peace. The books Man, the State, and War (1959) and Theory of
International Politics (1979) by Kenneth Waltz are largely considered
to be the best representatives of this school of thought.

Disagreements exist within the realist tradition as to whether states,
in their quest for survival, seek only a certain (minimally necessary)
amount of military power – a position known as “defensive realism” –

or whether they seek to maximize infinitely their power – a stance
labeled “offensive realism.” Defensive realism holds that the inter-
national system provides incentives for competitive behavior only
under certain conditions. The security dilemma (the idea that the
actions chosen by a state to increase its security in fact decrease
the security of others, thereby provoking a spiral model in which
interactions between states fuel competition and insecurity) is central
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here. Under anarchy, states may pursue an expansionist policy because
their leaders perceive that it is the only viable and effective course of
action to guarantee national security. One of the major challenges in
world politics then becomes communication; according to defensive
realists, how leaders signal their intentions to other leaders and how
these intentions are perceived on the international stage can go a long
way toward explaining security policies and war. To support this
argument, several scholars have sought within states for domestic
causes of war/peace and have imported to the conversation insights
and concepts traditionally associated with psychology, such as percep-
tion, revenge, reputation, and in- and out-group relations (Jervis 1976;
Löwenheim and Heimann 2008; Mercer 1995; Taliaferro 2004; Wohl-
forth 1993). Defensive realists strongly believe that, under most
circumstances, the best strategy available to leaders is restraint (Glaser
1997; Taliaferro 2000–2001). Scholars indeed argue that states under-
stand, through a rational cost/benefit choice, that excessive power is
counterproductive because it gives rise to hostile alliances. A state
should therefore seek to possess enough (military) power to ensure its
survival, but not more (Glaser 2010; Waltz 1979).

Offensive realism shares with defensive realism the idea that states
face uncertainty about other states’ intentions, but contends that in
facing this uncertainty, states should assume the worse. Offensive
realists argue that since no international authority exists, a state can
never be sure that a peaceful moment in world history (the end of the
cold war, for example) will remain peaceful in the future (Mearsheimer
1990). As a result, the international system compels states to maximize
their relative power position; all states are continuously striving to gain
more power at the expense of other states. Hence, according to the
tenets of offensive realism, states’ relative capabilities are of overriding
importance and the best strategy to ensure national security is to be
the dominant/hegemonic power (Mearsheimer 2001).

Many of the concepts and research questions that first emerged
within the realist perspective are still at the heart of the discipline
today. Indeed, the causes and consequences of the security dilemma
are actively debated in the field (Booth and Wheeler 2008; Jervis 1978;
Posen 1993; Tang 2009). Debates about the utility and the veracity
of deterrence (which, to simplify, refers to threats of military retaliation
by leaders of a state to convince leaders of another state not to resort
to the use of military force in their pursuit of foreign/security policy)
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abound in specialized journals/press (Achen and Snidal 1989; Morgan
2003; Quackenbush 2006; Sartori 2005; Zagare and Kilgour 2000).
Likewise, the questions of (a) whether states balance against each other
or bandwagon (i.e., align with a threatening state to avoid prevent
attacked by it) and (b) whether balance of power is indeed the central
mechanism regulating the international system still capture a great deal
of academic attention (Brooks and Wohlforth 2008; Eilstrup-
Sangiovanni 2009; Levy and Thompson 2010; Pape 2005; Paul
2005; Schweller 2006; Walt 2009; Wohlforth et al. 2007).

To be sure, a considerable number of influential realist scholars are
based in the United States, yet there is no shortage of such scholars in
Europe either. European countries house many prominent researchers
in the field of strategic studies, which has deep links with neorealism.
One such scholar, Lawrence Freedman (2012), recently argued that
the realist tradition might constitute the best starting point for a
revival of strategic studies. Along the same lines, Hew Strachan of
the University of Oxford published a passionate defense of strategic
studies in which he decries that strategic studies has been replaced by
security studies and that war has been “wrenched from its political
contexts” (Strachan 2013, 42). Moreover, as Andrew Linklater and
Hidemi Suganami (2006) argue, a book by two of the most well-
known UK-based international relations scholars – Barry Buzan and
Richard Little (2000) – can be seen as a corrective to Waltz’s struc-
tural realist theory.

The realist theory was seriously challenged in the mid-1980s with
the publication of two groundbreaking books and one seminal article:
Barry Buzan’s People, States and Fear (1983), Stephen Walt’s The
Origins of Alliances (1987), and Alexander Wendt’s (1987) article
“The Agent-Structure Problem in International Relations Theory.”
While Buzan and Walt agreed with the basic neorealist contention that
anarchy is the defining feature of the international system, they both
depart from it in substantial ways. On the one hand, Buzan argued that
military security is merely one aspect of security and that a comprehen-
sive understanding of this topic needs to take into account other
sectors, such as political security, economic security, environmental
security, and societal security. Walt, on the other hand, contends that
states do not balance each other on the basis of systemic power
distribution, but rather on the basis of threat; this perspective intro-
duces a subjective dimension into the realist scholarship. Looking back
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on this period, many security scholars have suggested that the solidity
(some would say the rigidity) of realism’s premises began to crack from
this point.

Wendt’s article imports the agent-structure debate from sociology
into security studies. In this article, he convincingly argues that much
of international relations literature (and especially Waltz’s theory)
wrongly postulates that the international structure can only constrain
states, and thus generates interstate regulation based on the distribu-
tion of military power. Employing Anthony Giddens’s concept of
structuration, Wendt contends that structure also constructs state
identities and interests. In a subsequent article, Wendt criticizes the
mainstream theories of the time for postulating that the anarchic
international structure causes states to adopt self-help mechanisms
to ensure their own security. Self-help and power politics, argues
Wendt, are processual, not essential, products of international
anarchy; hence “anarchy is what states make of it” (Wendt
1992, 395).

The diversification of security studies shifted into high gear in the
1990s. The publication of landmark studies such as Ken Booth’s
(1991) article on security and emancipation, J. Ann Tickner’s (1992)
article on feminism and security, David Campbell’s (1992) book on the
role of identity in security policy, and R. B. J. Walker’s (1993) book on
sovereignty set the stage for the publication of three books that have
significantly contributed to the development of alternative approaches
to the realist standpoint on security.

A first “game changer” was Peter Katzenstein’s (1996) edited
volume The Culture of National Security: Norms and Identity in
World Politics, whichk sought to challenge the material-based neore-
alist explanation of national security and to present an alternative
approach based on ideational factors. The book aimed to deal a major,
potentially fatal, blow to neorealism by demonstrating, in the context
of the hard case of national security, that an ideational explanation
trumps a material one. In setting up its battle with neorealism Katzen-
stein’s book even gave the method home advantage to its theoretical
opponent by adopting a largely positivist epistemology.

The Culture of National Security is one of the first books to have
adopted a constructivist approach to security. In broad terms, con-
structivists posit that both knowledge and social reality – including
the reality of security – are social constructions. Constructivism
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understands security as a project under construction, as becoming
rather than being. Culture, identity, and norms are at the center of
the constructivist “tool kit” for understanding and explaining contem-
porary security policies (Hurd 2007; Price 1997; Reus-Smit 2004).

Katzenstein’s book was a seminal yet polarizing volume.2 Some
scholars felt that the book considerably shook the then-dominant
approach and established constructivism’s usefulness and legitimacy
in security studies. By framing the development of constructivism
through a dialogue with the dominant approach, the book has been
highly influential in promoting constructivism as an important
approach in security studies (Adler 2012; Barnett and Duvall 2005;
Finnemore 2003; Tannenwald 2007). Advocates of this approach
would later be labeled “conventional constructivists” – although it
remains unclear to what extent they would themselves agree with that
categorization. For others, Katzenstein et al.’s decision to open the
possibility of working within the epistemological framework of
the mainstream approach was a regrettable move that positioned
“conventional constructivism” as a supplement to neorealism. This
strand of scholarship is sometimes referred to as “critical constructiv-
ism” (Fierke 2007).

The distinction between conventional and critical constructivism is
sometimes made in conjunction with a geographical divide between
North America and Europe, respectively. Yet, here again, we question
the usefulness and to some extent the accuracy of this dichotomy.
In the first place, the fact that several critical constructivists are based
in North America and that many conventional constructivists
are affiliated with European universities renders this geographical
division debatable. In the second place, it remains unclear what is
gained by advocating such a locational division, which runs the risk
of further entrenching disciplinary tendencies in isolation and
compartmentalization.

A second groundbreaking international relations work published in
the 1990s is Keith Krause and Michael C. Williams’s edited (1997)
volume Critical Security Studies: Concepts and Cases. Careful not to

2 For example, a team of scholars published a book a short time later entitled
Culture of Insecurities: States, Communities and the Production of Danger
(Weldes et al. 1999). Many saw the book as a direct response (and rebuttal) to
The Culture of National Security.
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produce an orthodox or rigid view of critical security studies, they offer
a broad definition of critical security studies(1997, x–xi) that is “meant
to imply more an orientation toward the discipline than a precise
theoretical label”; this definition encompasses the work of a wide range
of scholars working in such approaches as poststructuralism, femi-
nism, neo-Gramscian, and Foucaultian. Krause and Williams start
from the standpoint of Robert Cox’s (1986) distinction between
problem-solving theories and critical theories: The former do not
question the prevailing social and power relationships when conduct-
ing research, while the latter problematize these same relationships by
analyzing their origins and their evolution. Krause and Williams’s
book seeks to employ this distinction to address what is studied when
scholars study security, and how security is studied. This book has
been influential in developing an alternative approach to the trad-
itional/orthodox one and in stimulating the incorporation of
nonmilitary issues in the realm of security studies.

Critical approaches to security have indeed burgeoned in the past
two decades. A particular focus of interest has been the analysis of the
(social) power relations that underpin security policies, especially in
liberal states: Various scholars have contended that security should be
understood as (i) a collection of discourses that serve to empower and
reproduce gender-biased hierarchies (Shepherd 2008; Sjoberg 2013;
Sylvester 2007a); (ii) a powerful political technology for social (and
political) control (Burke 2007; Dillon and Reid 2009); or (iii) a series
of routinized practices carried out by security professionals to create a
governmentality of unease (Bigo 2002).

From the beginning, critical security studies has never been an
exclusively European field of research. In fact, several of the pioneers
of the critical security perspective are Canadian. The newly created
journal Critical Studies on Security is based at York University in
Toronto, Canada. In addition, several central figures of critical security
studies are – or have been for a long time – based in the United States
(Ashley and Walker 1990b; Debrix and Barder 2011; Der Derian
1995; Doty 2007; Sjoberg 2013; Steele 2008).

A third book that has had tremendous impact on the development of
security studies imported speech-act theory into the field of security
studies. In Security: A New Framework for Analysis, Barry Buzan, Ole
Waever, and Jaap de Wilde (1998) introduced a new approach that
became known as the “Copenhagen school.” The authors contend that
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to label something as a security issue imbues that issue with a sense of
significance that legitimizes the use of emergency measures extending
beyond the usual political processes. A security speech act not only
describes a state of affairs but also determines appropriate ways of
acting and participating in relation to that state of affairs. The process
of securitization then becomes what in “language theory is called a
speech act. It is not interesting as a sign referring to something more
real; it is the utterance itself that is the act. By saying the words,
something is done (like betting, giving a promise, naming a ship)”
(Buzan et al. 1998, 26). In a powerful rebuttal to the realist tendency
to understand security as objectively given, the authors presented a
cogent framework for investigating who securitizes, on what issues,
and for whom. In contrast with many critical security scholars of the
time, who did not feel the need to establish a demarcation between
practices that relate to security and those that do not, Buzan et al.
argued that security is related to existential threat and survival.

Securitization has been one of the most active fields of research in
security studies in the past few decades. Although European security
scholars were the quickest to contend with the Copenhagen school
(Balzacq 2005; McDonald 2008; Stritzel 2007; Vuori 2008; Williams
2003), it was not long before Canada-based, United States–based, and
Australia-based scholars joined the debate (Alker 2006; Bourbeau
2011; Curley and Wong 2008; Hayes 2009; Nyers 2009; Salter
2008). If initially much of the discussion centered on speech-act theory
itself, as well as the political roots and philosophical underpinnings of
the framework, much of the recent debate has focused on the notion of
security performativity and the ethics of desecuritization (Bourbeau
2014; Browning and McDonald 2013; Floyd 2014; Hansen 2012;
MacKenzie 2009).

After several decades of debate, international relations’ take on
security is now an eclectic mix of theories and approaches. If, in the
1990s, several observers were openly asking whether realism had a
future and whether “anybody was still a realist” (Legro andMoravcsik
1999), the 2000s saw formidable rebuttals of that line of questioning
from multiple realists (Feaver et al. 2000; Glaser 2003; Schweller and
Wohlforth 2000; Walt 2002). For example, Mearsheimer’s The Tra-
gedy of Great Power Politics, published in 2001, mounts a powerful
defense of the realist approach to security studies. Working with the
assumption that great powers “are always searching for opportunities
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to gain power over their rivals, with hegemony as their final goal”
(2001, 29), the book has undisputedly been influential in further
developing the realist approach to security – compelling realism-
attuned scholars to distinguish, as we have seen, between defensive
and offensive realism. Others have abandoned structural realism’s
assumption that states are unitary actors and have put forward a
renewed, neoclassical approach, which postulates that domestic polit-
ics and internal characteristics of states are a fundamental vector
explaining how states respond, overrespond, and underrespond to
security threats (Lobell et al. 2009; Schweller 2006).

While realism is certainly far from being dead, it has nonetheless lost
its former unquestionably dominant position in the field. Indeed,
studying security from an international relations perspective is particu-
larly exciting these days, because we are potentially witnessing an
important shift: Constructivism (broadly defined) is replacing realism
as the dominant approach.3 According to the latest TRIP survey of
international relationships scholars (2012) the most frequent response
to the question “Which paradigm best describes [your] approach to the
study of international relations?” was “constructivism.” This is true
both in the United States and in Europe. To be sure, this is only a single
snapshot of a complex reality; many other proxies should be analyzed
before making a definitive statement. Nonetheless, the TRIP data are
indicative of a trend toward general acceptance that the world we are
living in – and in the context of which we understand security – is
socially constructed.

Studying security nowadays is also exciting for another reason – and
it is perhaps this reason that best illustrates the fact that a clear-cut
distinction between North America/orthodox and Europe/critical
scholars is becoming a thing of the past. We are potentially witnessing
the emergence of another “game changer” perspective in security
studies: The practice turn has come to security studies shores. Of
course, a focus on practices is not entirely new. A practice approach
has indeed been employed for decades by scholars to highlight the role
of practices in creating the structure of the logic of anarchy (Wendt
1987), the textual interplay behind world politics (Der Derian and

3 It is exciting not, primarily, because of the outcome (whether constructivism
will indeed become the “new” dominant approach), but rather because the
tectonic-theoretical plates are moving, a phenomenon that always makes for
stimulating debates in any field of research.
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Shapiro 1989), the importance of practices in constituting inter-
national norms (Price and Tannenwald 1996), the idea of a multibased
diplomacy (Neumann 2002), and the cultural and symbolic form of
power in security policies (Gheciu 2005; Williams 2007).

Yet, few would disagree that the practice approach truly came into
its own in the late 2000s with the publication of Vincent Pouliot’s
seminal (2008) article “The Logic of Practicality.” Pouliot, a construct-
ivist trained and currently working in Canada, argues that most of
what people do in world politics is not the result of rational decisions
(as realism claims), nor of norm following or Habermasian communi-
cative action (as strands of constructivism contend), but of routinized
and inarticulate know-how that makes what is to be done appear
commonsensical. Pouliot’s article was followed by a coedited book
with his former supervisor that drew together scholars (based in the
United States, Canada, Denmark, United Kingdom, and Australia)
employing a practice approach to issues ranging from deterrence,
balance of power, emotions, and media performativity, to the privat-
ization of global security (Adler and Pouliot 2011).

The jury is still out as to whether these contributions, which seek to
establish a practice approach in international relations/security studies,
will be capable of steering the field toward a more pragmatic inter-
national relations scholarship. Yet there is little doubt that questions of
how, when, under what conditions, and why practices permeate security
policies will attract a great deal of scholarly attention in the near-future.

Epistemology and methods

We have argued that, since the end of the cold war, the field of security
studies has been shaped and guided by the relation among conven-
tional (classical or traditional or orthodox), constructivist, and critical
approaches to security. Thus, in the previous sections, we insisted upon
the transformations in our understanding of referent objects of security
and of our theoretical lenses to study security. To a certain extent, the
discussion in the first section was primarily about ontology, in the
sense that we emphasized what security problems were and how deci-
sions about their “reality” came about. But, as often, ontology related
questions are loaded with epistemological concerns, which in turn
affect methodological choices. In The Conduct of Enquiry in Inter-
national Relations (2011), Patrick T. Jackson has been instrumental in
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demonstrating that, despite divergences about what they mean by it,
debates around epistemology often mirror broader discussions on the
scientific character of a given scholarly endeavor. The problem is that
these quarrels usually lead to dead ends, as epistemological questions
are turned into “commitments.” In turn, these commitments are trans-
lated into methodological terms, which unfortunately limit the room
for dialogue between theories that claim to belong to separate epi-
stemological families and live by different methods.

In this section, the myth (or caricature) that we want to challenge is
the following: Critical approaches to security are incompatible with
methods generally associated with positivist epistemology, whereas
orthodox or traditional approaches to security cannot work with
anything other than a positivist epistemology.

If ontology deals with the emergence, evolution, and transformation
of entities – observable or not – that populate global politics, episte-
mology asks what kind of knowledge claims can be made about these
entities and the consequences, if any, they have for practice (Chernoff
2007; Wight 2006). In brief, the discussion pitches positivists against
postpositivists.

Neo-utilitarian theories (i.e., realism, liberalism, and their “neo”
variants) are commonly defined as positivist approaches, just as critical
theory and postmodernism are regarded, respectively, as postpositivist
and antipositivist. But constructivism defies easy classification. Though
constructivists work with largely similar basic ontological assumptions,
they have quite different opinions as regard epistemology; different
strands emphasize alternative stances and inevitably discount others.
Fundamentally, constructivists are united in an opposition to empiri-
cism – meaning that experience is the final test for our knowledge
claims – and behaviorism – meaning that the rationale that undergirds
actors’ explanation of their behavior is of no relevance (Smith 1996,
35ff.). The vast majority of constructivists argue that “theory does not
take place after the fact. Theories, instead, play a large part in construct-
ing and definingwhat the facts are” (Zalewski and Enloe, 1995: 299; see
also Guzzini 2000, and Price and Reus-Smit 1998).

However, these commitments cannot bridge the gaps between
modern and postmodern constructivism, as each invokes a specific epis-
temological argument. The postmodernist or critical variant is decidedly
interpretivist, while the modernist encourages both realist and positivist
epistemologies (on this distinction, see Bevir and Rhodes 2002).
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Postmodernist constructivists develop a skeptical take on core notions
of positivism such as truth, objectivity, and reason. Following this
approach, to study world politics requires students to sort out
the social discourse within which actions are designed and acquire
meaning. The epistemological implication is that understanding, not
explaining, constitutes the primary activity of social science (Hollis
and Smith 1990).

Modernist constructivism, on the other hand, is compatible, though
not coterminous, with interpretivism. For instance, Kratochwil (1989)
and Onuf (1989) hardly adhere to the language of causality, falsity, or
truth usually associated with conventional constructivism. They argue,
instead, that explanation could be expressed in terms of reasons, not
causes, that is, in terms of “how possible” claims (Fierke 2007). Within
modernist constructivism, scientific realist and positivist strains occupy
a distinctive epistemological space. On the one hand, those who adopt
scientific realism (e.g., Wight 2006) attempt to explain both the causal
and the constitutive effects of unobservables in world politics (e.g.,
structures or processes). In this regard, ontology predates epistemol-
ogy. On the other hand, those who defend a positivist posture encour-
age the use of the traditional language of causality and covering-law
techniques (Wendt 1999). What distinguishes a realist from a positivist
approach to epistemology is thus essentially the fact that the former
acknowledges the existence of unobservable entities, while the latter
does not (compare Carlsnaes 1992; Ruggie 1998). However, the
boundaries between scientific realist and positivist strands are perme-
able. In fact, many constructivists use scientific realism and positivism,
sometimes interchangeably. Wendt (1995, 75), for instance, asserts
that “constructivists are modernists who fully endorse the scientific
project of falsifying theories against evidence.”

Method

One of the consequences of these epistemological disagreements is
that critical studies on security tend to overlook methods that are
usually associated with positivist epistemologies. For instance, in their
otherwise excellent volume, Mark B. Salter and Can Mutlu (2013)
disregard any method that is usually associated with a positivist
epistemology (e.g., content analysis, process tracing). In the realm of
critical approaches to security, then, the two dominant methods used
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are discourse analysis, which has different shades (Hansen 2006), and
ethnographic research, which is practiced, for instance, by students
who work on border security (Andreas 2009; Bigo 1996; Léonard
2010). That said, both critical scholars and neo-utilitarians, often rely
on case study and when they do resort to comparative analysis,
they favor small-n studies. Yet, neoutilitarian scholars usually stick
to their covering-law technique (Mearsheimer 2001; Waltz 1979). For
instance, Glaser’s (2010) work on competition and cooperation in
world politics attempts to develop a deductive approach to states’
security policies and derives from it a set of assumptions that are
supposed to characterize states’ behavior. Put differently, there seems
to be a tacit consensus that critical studies are not amenable to
approaches that lend credibility to traditional views of security. As
such, the “epistemological chasm” is translated into a methodological
divide (Silverman 1997, 94). In particular, critical security studies
treated issues pertaining to methods in two main ways. First, some
scholars held that the construction of methodological standards was
dangerous because those standards prevent alternative experiences
from being taken into account in the research process (Ashley and
Walker 1990a; Campbell 1998). Because this approach has proven
unproductive, a second position has been developed, which argues that
security studies is best understood through the lens of qualitative
methods (cf. Salter and Mutlu 2013; Shepherd 2013). In this context,
for a long time, critical studies on security, in general, and securitiza-
tion studies, in particular, were usually associated with methods that
fall within the conspectus of interpretive epistemologies, which often
relied upon an inductive approach to scientific inquiry (Vuori 2014).

To understand the divide between different methods that is said
to embody the barrier between critical and traditional views of security,
it might be useful to refer to the guiding principles that underpin them.
Typically, traditional approaches relied on quantitative research,
whereas critical approaches to security offered more, if not exclusive
space to qualitative views. Thus, on each side of the divide, one type of
research seems to dominate and tends to overstate its own value, with
detrimental effects on the dialogue between corresponding methods.
However, this debate should not be regarded as restricted to security
studies; anyone who enters the field will discover that it is actually
a discussion that traverses and structures social sciences, including polit-
ical scienceand international relations (King,Keohane, andVerba1994).
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Moreover, critical scholars often treat quantitative research as quintes-
sentially the study of data set observations while they regard qualitative
approaches as concerned with understanding “how” phenomena take
a particular shape, and the meaning actors attribute them. The study of
data set observations is concerned with observation in the sheer statis-
tical sense and aims to develop correlations of data across cases. This
approach has been very influential in the literature on deterrence, war,
and the balance of power (e.g., Niou, Ordeshook, and Rose 1989; cf.
also “the correlates of war project,” Singer and Small 1972). In a recent
study, Vipin Narang (2014), for instance, attempts to code the sources
of nuclear postures in the modern era. Such a technique allows him to
design hypotheses that are then tested across a wide range of cases
(China, France, India, Israel, Pakistan, and South Africa). In this
respect, data set observations are meant to “increase the number of
observable implications of a theory” (George and Bennett, 2005, 13).
For quantitative approaches to security, therefore, the challenge is to
widen the scope of their N, so that data collected enable researchers
systematically to probe causal inferences (i.e., the value of one variable
impacts on the other). The most common approach to a quantitative
view of security remains that which follows in the footsteps of Thomas
Schelling (1960). For example, in a nice analysis of trust andmistrust in
the coldwar, AndrewKydd (2005) uses game theory in order to explain
why trust obtains in certain security situations, and not others. In many
ways, the emphasis on game theory is one of the key characteristics of
orthodox or traditional security studies, as evidenced by the work
published by the Journal of Conflict Resolution since its creation
in 1957.

Not all positivist scholars, however, clothe their subject within
a quantitative frame. Indeed, some orthodox scholars adopt a positivist
perspective but not the data set observation of quantitative approaches,
placing them a little closer to, though without aligning them with some
qualitative approaches to social phenomena. On this view, most articles
published in International Security, while adopting the vocabulary
of positivism, do not delve into quantitative technicalities. Those art-
icles’ strength does not necessarily depend on correlation based infer-
ences, but primarily on a causal process observation, that is “an insight
or piece of data that provides information about context, process,
or mechanism, and that contributes distinctive leverage in causal
inference” (Collier, Brady, and Seawright 2007 277; Fazal 2014).
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Often, indeed, they concentrate on “sequential processes within a
particular historical case” (George and Bennett 2005, 13). Many con-
ventional constructivists map their work on this approach. Hence, they
confront the same problem, that is, the existence of the cause that
they claim affects an outcome. For instance, when Nina Tannenwald
(1999) brings the nonuse of nuclear weapons to rest on the existence of
a nuclear taboo, which is a cause for nuclear restraints, she collects
data that seem to concur with her initial intuition. However, this does
not “test” the presence of a nuclear taboo; rather, it supports its
presence.

A new strand of security studies examines how qualitative and quan-
titative approaches can be combined, while respecting the specificities of
each technique, but with an eye toward developing a richer perspective
on the issue at hand. Unfortunately, it is not common to encounter
works that go beyond appeals to integrating these approaches. We
therefore provide an illustration of a recent attempt to cross-fertilize
the distinctive research methods. Bourbeau (2011) demonstrates the
usefulness and added value of thinking about research methods for the
study of the securitization process along these lines in his comparative
analysis of the securitization of migration in Canada and France. In the
same lineage, Balzacq (2011) argues that there is nothing so specific
about securitization that it makes it incompatible with quantitative
approaches. The upshot of these sets of arguments is that security
problems can be captured using a variety of methods, quantitative and
qualitative. The fact that an approach uses qualitative methods does not
align it immediately with a critical view of security. In this light, Balzacq
(2014) suggests that students of security should resort to triangulation of
methods. In the case of securitization, for instance, relying upon one
single method has provoked two pathologies in securitization studies.
First, it led to confirmation bias. Second, perhaps as a consequence, it
delayed the advancement of the theory.

Some methods, we know, are better equipped to deal with some
types of research puzzles than others. In Figure 6.1 (adapted from
Gorard and Taylor 2007, 7), it appears that each method provides
distinctive evidence about the phenomenon examined (A, B). Less
acknowledged yet is the fact that combined, methods generate an
original perspective, C, that is different from A and B. In other words,
by ignoring possibilities offered by triangulation, securitization has
missed other perspectives (A and C). In terms of theory development,
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the consequences are numerous, but it is urgent to raise one here. By
leaving out “A” and “C,” researchers are less lucid on how and when
to rule out rival accounts, and the extent to which those sharpen
the scope of their theories.

In the field of securitization, there have been sustained calls for
triangulation, as a way of strengthening the results generated by
this field (Bourbeau 2011). In order to show how this might help a
theory’s development and dialogue with others, Balzacq (2014)
has proposed an example of triangulation by methods, articulating
two types of methods that are usually associated with different

A BC

Process tracing Discourse analysis

Triangulation

Figure 6.1 A visual model of triangulation by method.
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epistemological stripes, namely, discourse analysis and process tracing.
In fact, discourse analysis and process tracing capture different aspects
of the object of study. In particular, the core of process tracing is
to examine social mechanisms that brought a social phenomenon into
being. According to Hedstrom and Swedberg (1998, 25), social mech-
anisms are “a set of hypotheses that could be the explanation for some
social phenomenon, the explanation being in terms of interactions
between individuals and other individuals and some social aggregate.”
In short, process tracing deals with issues of interactions, causal chains
linking the independent variable(s) to the outcome of the dependent
variable, and the conditions under which such causal paths obtain
(Checkel 2008). In this sense, process tracing can be a cure to confirm-
ation bias. In fact, the explanation of process tracing lies in the strategy
of condition seeking, which asks, “Under what conditions does securi-
tization occur?” Process tracing fares better than discourse analysis in
that regard, as the latter often concentrates on whether securitization has
happened or not, and how it has taken shape; less frequently, if ever,
does discourse analysis ask why. This is where, we surmise, process
tracing is probably at its best. The point is that the concern with the
question of whether securitization has occurred and how has led some
scholars to assume (among other things) that accumulating facts in order
to confirm the desired outcome (i.e., successful) was the summum
bonum of securitization studies. In brief, discourse analysis is strong in
understanding how securitization operates, but weak in uncovering why
certain securitizing moves succeed and when. By contrast, two tech-
niques capture the significance and specificity of process tracing: condi-
tion seeking and design strategy. First, condition seeking aims to sort out
“limiting conditions for a known finding.” The aim of design strategy is,
on the other hand, to discover “conditions that . . . produce a previously
unobtainable result” (Greenwald et al. 1986, 211). This means, for
example, that within the conspectus of process tracing, failed securitiz-
ing moves are outcomes worthy of investigation, in part because they
enable us to explain why other moves were successful and, in part, as a
consequence, because the knowledge culled from failed securitizing
moves can “enrich the general theory” of securitization (George and
Bennett 2005, 215). In this light, process tracing is decisive both in
constructing and in testing theories.

However, the nature and particular blend of triangulation one
articulates depend on the purpose of the study. Yet, it is generally
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argued that triangulation by method remains the most common form
of triangulation to which social scientists resort. Kopinak (1999, 171)
defines multimethod triangulation as the procedure of “gathering
information pertaining to the same phenomenon through more than
one method, primarily in order to determine if there is a convergence
and hence, increased validity in research findings.” In our view, the
basic idea here is that when a phenomenon is approached from more
than one perspective, something new results. In other words, triangu-
lation is not, at least not essentially, about using other methods to
“inspect” or “test” the result obtained through a different method. The
most productive character of methodological triangulation emerges
when and if researchers acquire a new vision of the phenomenon
examined or aspects of it, at variance with the one enabled by another
method. That is, triangulation works best when methods are treated
less as substitutable than as complementary techniques.

Conclusion

If, as is often stated, culture, space, and liberty are the signature
concepts of anthropology, geography, and philosophy, respectively,
security is usually regarded as one of the defining concepts of inter-
national relations. Unsurprisingly, then, security is a topic that is much
debated in international relations literature. Debates breed diversity
and, for our part, we think that this eclectic diversity is one of the chief
strengths of international relations.

As we have highlighted in the previous sections, all the current
approaches to international relations engage with the topic of security.
The vast majority of textbooks on security include chapters on realism,
liberalism, constructivism, critical theory, gender, and poststructural-
ism. We believe that this situation should be celebrated not only
because it legitimizes, solidifies, and stimulates debates and dialogues
across particular standpoints on security, but also because it testifies to
the health of international relations’ take on security. While we have
organized our discussion of the literature on security through an
analysis of three myths, we have tried to underscore some of the
strengths that international relations offers to a multidisciplinary
approach to security.

Another strength of the current scholarship is that scholars are
now focusing on what unifies them instead of what separates them.
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For instance, whereas much of the discussion in the early 2000s centered
on disagreement concerning the boundaries of critical security studies
and the meaning of the label “critical” (Booth 2005), recently, there has
been a return to the broader and more encompassing definition of
critical security studies espoused by Krause and Williams (1997). As
Browning and McDonald (2013) argue, talking about critical security
studies means analyzing the social construction of security through,
notably, problematizing the role of knowledge, politics, and representa-
tions in contemporary security policies. Similarly, some scholars have
argued that “moving forward together” – that is, searching for similar-
ities rather than differences between approaches – consolidates the
scholarship and permits a better connection between theoretical models
and contemporary security politics (Bourbeau 2014; Sylvester 2007b).
Others, including James Fearon and Alexander Wendt (2002) and Jef-
frey Checkel (2012), have argued that a “pluralist” or “bridge-building”
approach provides scholars with a better understanding of world polit-
ics. In sum, an increasing number of scholars are recognizing the need to
cut across traditional divides and to shift the discussion toward the
factors that unite security scholars rather than those that divide them.

Another significant strength of current international relations schol-
arship on security is the growing acceptance that “more is better” – to
paraphrase a central debate in the field (Sagan andWaltz 2012) –when
it comes to the choice of methods one uses to conduct a study. Clearly,
the embracing of a plurality of methodologies nourishes a constant
renewal in debates within the field; certain approaches are more
strongly associated with certain methods, and thus scholars feel com-
pelled to discuss work employing “their” method from a different
theoretical standpoint. The encouragement of multiple methodologies
also facilitates and induces interdisciplinary dialogue, as scholars who
share the same methodology feel encouraged to enter into a cross-
disciplinary discussion on their particular security issues.

In sum, the subfield of security studies has started to renew itself on
multiple fronts and appears to be in a superb position to embrace,
tackle, and push a multidisciplinary approach to security. This is cer-
tainly no small achievement given the history of the field, and we believe
it is a development that holds great promise for the future of the
scholarship.
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7|PsychologyThe phenomenology of human security

thomas c . o ’ br i en and l inda r . tropp

Psychological perspectives are critical for understanding the concept
of security because they explain and predict processes that may pro-
mote violent conflict or peaceful relations between nations and other
groups (Bar-Tal 2007; Carroll, Wichman, and Arkin 2006; Huddy,
Feldman, and Weber 2007; Leidner, Tropp, and Lickel, 2013). Psy-
chological approaches examine these processes on multiple levels, such
as relations between ethnic or religious groups within a nation as well
as relations between nations.

The factors that motivate people’s behavior and decision making,
whether in relations with other groups or in support of national
policies, are far more complex than a rational calculation of costs
and benefits. Psychology has specified a range of biases that influence
human behavior and decision making, in particular with regard
to the groups with which people identify and in which they
categorize others (Tajfel et al. 1971; Tajfel and Turner 1986; Turner
et al. 1987).

Psychological contributions to the study of security focus on struc-
tural and subjective factors that predict people’s perceptions and
feelings of insecurity, the consequences those feelings of insecurity have
on their attitudes and behavior (Bar-Tal and Jacobson 1998; Huddy
et al. 2007), as well as the factors that may be necessary to enhance
their sense of security. An underlying premise is that insecurity –

whether actual or perceived – is an undesirable psychological state.
Correspondingly, the need for security motivates people to diminish
this state, prompting attitudes, emotions, and behaviors that can pro-
mote or hinder positive relations between groups (Huddy et al. 2007;
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Skitka et al. 2006). For the purposes of this chapter, we use the term
“groups” to refer to large collections of individuals who categorize
themselves, or whom others categorize, on the basis of ethnicity, race,
nationality, political orientation, religion, or other categories that soci-
ety recognizes as constituting meaningful groups (see Roccas and Elster
2012). The psychological need for security may lead people to identify
more strongly with certain groups (e.g., Hogg 2010) or to antagonize
or avoid members of other groups, as contrasted to building positive
relationships across group boundaries (e.g., Leidner et al. 2013; Petti-
grew 1998).

The current chapter focuses on theory and research from social and
political psychology, and in particular the processes that pertain to
relations between groups. We organize our review of theory and
research around three central questions relevant to the psychological
study of security:

! What are security and insecurity from a psychological perspective?
! What psychological factors predict feelings of security and insecurity

between groups?
! What strategies could enhance feelings of security and promote

positive relations between groups?

In this chapter, we discuss more in depth the methods that social and
political psychologists use to address these issues empirically. Next, we
discuss each of the questions outlined previously. At the end of our
chapter, we describe strengths and limitations in how psychologists
study security concerns, as well as the potential for integration of
psychology with other disciplines to enhance the study of security.

Research methods in social and political psychology

Social and political psychologists address research questions using mul-
tiple methods. The vast majority of social psychological studies are quan-
titative and use cross-sectional, experimental, or longitudinal research
designs (Maruyama and Ryan 2014). Psychologists can use these
methods in field or laboratory settings, and each approach has a unique
set of benefits and drawbacks. Researchers often combine methods
to enhance the validity and generalizability offindings about relationships
between variables (e.g., correlation) or evidence demonstrating that
one variable causes change in another variable (e.g., causation).
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Social and political psychologists use quantitative methods to predict
and explain psychological processes so they can generalize to other
contexts. They can also use qualitative research to enrich understand-
ing of individuals’ experience. In pursuit of a rich understanding of the
experience of security and insecurity for particular individuals, con-
texts, and communities, qualitative methods used widely in fields
such as anthropology and sociology may be more appropriate (see
Goldstein, this volume; Ragin, Nagel, and White 2004).

The use of laboratory experiments in social psychology is popular
because they have strong internal validity – that is, they have the
potential to demonstrate causal relationships between variables while
controlling for possible confounds that other variables pose (Wilson,
Aronson, and Carlsmith 2010). For example, psychologists can use
experimental methods to test whether, at its most basic level, group
membership would cause bias even if it were seemingly arbitrary, and
divorced from long-standing ties with fellow group members or conflicts
with other groups. To answer the question, Tajfel and his colleagues
(Tajfel et al. 1971; see also Pinter and Greenwald 2011) devised the
minimal group paradigm. In this paradigm, experimenters randomly
assign participants to laboratory-generated groups, so that their group
memberships are free of any preexisting individual or context variables.
In one version of the minimal group paradigm, researchers instructed
participants to estimate the numbers of dots on a screen. Regardless of
participants’ actual responses, half of the participants were told that
they were overestimators, and the other half that they were underesti-
mators. Researchers then assessed outcomes such as attitudes toward
each group or allocations of resources to members of their own group
and the other group. Numerous studies conducted in many countries
show that participants tend to report more positive attitudes toward –

and give greater resources to – members of their own group than the
other (Brewer 1999).

Although laboratory experiments have strong internal validity, one
could easily argue that research findings from such studies have weak
external validity; they may not generalize to other kinds of groups
and settings (Campbell 1957; Paluck and Cialdini 2014; Wilson et al.
2010). Thus, social psychologists balance using controlled research
designs with strong internal validity for theory building with studies that
have greater external validity. Social psychologists can thus generalize
findings more effectively to real world settings. They can accomplish this
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by using a combination of studies that test effects among both minimal,
randomly assigned groups and members of real ethnic, religious, and
national groups (e.g., Saguy et al. 2009).

Experimental studies in field settings can be more readily interpreted
in and applied to the contexts and populations of interest (see Paluck
and Cialdini 2014). Like laboratory experiments, field experiments
can test casual relationships on psychological processes relevant to
the study of security. Field experiments may have less internal validity
than laboratory experiments because researchers can control fewer
aspects of participants’ experience, but this aspect of field experiments
may strengthen their external validity (Campbell 1957; Wilson et al.
2010). For instance, Paluck (2009) used random assignment to test
whether exposure to a media program promoting reconciliation could
change Rwandan participants’ attitudes, perceived norms about inter-
group relations, and cooperative behaviors. The researchers assigned
participants in matched regions of Rwanda to listen to one of two
radio soap operas, one promoting positive health behaviors (control
condition) and one promoting positive intergroup relations through
stories about reconciliation (experimental condition). After a year
of listening to episodes of the respective program each month, the
researchers assessed dependent variables using surveys, focus groups,
and behavioral observations. Results suggested that Rwandan partici-
pants who listened to the reconciliation program were less likely to
oppose intermarriage between their and other religious, regional, and/
or ethnic groups; were more likely to express empathy for victims of
the Rwandan genocide; and demonstrated more cooperative behavior
(Paluck 2009).

Cross-sectional studies are useful when it is impractical or unethical
to study the phenomena of interest through experimental means,
although the evidence for causation is less strong. For example, with a
massive sample of US participants, Huddy and her colleagues showed
that feeling insecure about terrorist attacks interacted with the threat
participants perceived to predict their support for various domestic and
foreign policies. Among those who reported feeling less secure and
confident when thinking about terrorist attacks, the threat they per-
ceived from outgroups was particularly predictive of their support
for requiring US citizens to hold national I.D. cards, for the US govern-
ment’s conducting special surveillance of Arabs and Muslims, and for
US foreign policies in reaction to 9/11 (Huddy et al. 2007).
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Are psychologists in consensus on methodology?

Psychologists studying issues relevant to security take different meth-
odological approaches, as we have described. A general principle is that
the method selected depends upon the nature of the research question,
as well as the researcher’s interest (Reis and Gosling 2010). Thus, a
researcher’s inclination to use laboratory methods versus field methods,
or experimental versus survey methods, likely reflects differences in
interests and in how the researcher frames the research question.

An important methodological critique in behavioral science research
concerns the disproportionate focus on “western, educated, industrial-
ized, rich, democratic” populations (Henrich, Heine, and Norenzayan
2010). Psychologists differ in their attitudes regarding the importance
of studying psychological processes outside the laboratory and with
diverse populations (see commentaries to Henrich et al.’s 2010 target
article in issue 33 of Behavioral and Brain Sciences). We would expect
few psychologists to disagree that more diverse and representative
samples would be of great benefit to psychological research, and that
most would advocate greater use of rigorous field studies (Paluck
and Cialdini 2014). We believe this is of particular importance for
psychology’s contribution to the study of security, because many of the
psychological questions that are most relevant to security concerns
involve psychological processes and how those processes may differ
among members of different groups in distinct national or inter-
national contexts.

In the sections that follow, we summarize research and theory on
security from a psychological perspective.

What are security and insecurity from a psychological
perspective?

Definitions of security in psychology can be applied to intrapersonal
processes involving self-esteem (Marigold, McGregor, and Zanna
2010), feelings in close relationships (Clark and LeMay 2010),
or understandings of relations between groups (e.g., Bar-Tal and
Jacobson 1998; Huddy et al. 2007). In each case, psychological
insecurity refers to a state of uncertainty or unease, which can
motivate individuals to develop attitudes or engage in behaviors that
seek to reestablish a sense of security.
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Early models of human motivation identify security as a core psy-
chological need. Maslow (1943) suggested that people are guided by
a “safety-seeking mechanism” that leads to a “preference for familiar
rather than unfamiliar . . . or for the known rather than the unknown”
(349). Thus, we tend to regard the unfamiliar and unknown
as potentially threatening (Newcomb 1943), and encountering
threatening situations provokes our needs for security (Arkin, Carroll,
and Oleson 2010).

As we engage with others in our social worlds, we are especially
likely to attend to and react to stimuli that could pose a threat to
our well-being or that of our group (Fiske and Taylor 2013). These
processes are especially problematic for relations between groups,
as we develop negative expectations for how we will be treated by
other groups (Kramer and Wei 1999), make stereotyped attributions
to predict the future behavior of groups (Fiske and Taylor 2013),
and blame other groups for actions committed by a mere few of
their members (Lickel 2012; Lickel et al. 2006). Moreover, our emo-
tional responses to potential threats can complicate relations between
groups, as they may compel us to engage in defensive acts that antag-
onize members of other groups and worsen our relations with them
(Stephan et al. 2009).

However, emotional processes are not necessarily destructive for
reasoning and intergroup behavior. People can regulate their emotion
using various strategies. For example, through the emotion regulation
strategy of cognitive reappraisal, people can regulate how negative
emotions affect them by reevaluating the situation in which they feel
the negative emotion (Gross 2002). In a correlational study of Jewish
Israelis’ support for humanitarian aid in the Gaza war, researchers
assessed the extent to which participants engaged in cognitive
reappraisal of the emotions they felt during the war along with various
other variables. Those who regulated their emotions through cognitive
reappraisal felt more hope about resolving the conflict in the future and
were more supportive of aid to Palestinians (Halperin and Gross
2011). Emotions may also be constructive for promoting more positive
intergroup relations; when white Americans feel sympathy for the
suffering of African Americans or angry about the relative advantage
of white Americans, they are more supportive of reparatory policies to
address racial inequality (Iyer, Leach, and Crosby 2006; Leach, Iyer,
and Pedersen 2006).
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What psychological factors predict feelings of security and
insecurity between groups?

We organize our discussion of psychological factors predicting security
around a limited number of relevant theoretical frameworks, including
threat, social identity, contact between groups, and the reframing
of group boundaries. Whereas much of the research we review is
categorized into one framework, other research that we review builds
onto understanding of the phenomena of interest – such as perceived
threat – but is not necessarily part of the theory we discuss.

Difference and lack of familiarity can make people feel insecure,
uncertain, and anxious regarding how members of other groups might
perceive them (Stephan and Stephan 1985; Trawalter, Richeson, and
Shelton 2009; Vorauer 2006). Consequently, people often approach
cross-group relations with vigilance, as they are uncertain about, or
threatened by, the possibility that members of other groups will regard
or treat them negatively (Crocker and Garcia 2009; Kramer and
Messick 1998: Kramer and Wei 1999).

Counteracting these tendencies, people often seek to align them-
selves with their own groups, in order to reduce feelings of uncertainty
and threat and establish a greater sense of belonging and security in
their social worlds (Hogg 2003, 2010). However, in some cases,
enhancing affiliation with one’s own groups can increase outgroup
derogation (McGregor et al. 2008) and even intergroup violence
(McGregor, Haji, and Kang 2008). In the sections that follow, we
review how intergroup threat and group identification can contribute
to security and insecurity in intergroup contexts, and how other psy-
chological processes may offer constructive alternatives for engage-
ment across groups.

Intergroup threat theory

Intergroup threat theory explains how people from different groups
perceive and react to threats (Stephan et al. 2009). Extensive psycho-
logical research reveals that greater appraisals of intergroup threat
typically predict more negative intergroup attitudes and behaviors
(Riek, Mania, and Gaertner 2006; Stephan and Stephan 2000;
Stephan et al. 2009). In particular, two primary types of perceived
threats posed by other groups have been identified in this literature,
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realistic and symbolic threat (Stephan and Renfro 2002). Realistic
threat refers to the perception that the presence of an outgroup
endangers material resources that could support the welfare of
one’s own group, such as limiting access to jobs, housing, education,
land, or the ingroup’s security and existence. Symbolic threat
refers to the perception that an outgroup endangers the worldview
or way of life of one’s own group, such as by introducing new
customs, value systems, social standards, and attitudes (Stephan and
Stephan 2000).

How people respond to intergroup threat can have profound conse-
quences for intergroup relations and conflict (Stephan et al. 2009).
Greater perceived threat typically predicts greater ethnocentrism,
xenophobia, and prejudice (e.g., Marcus, Sullivan, Theiss-Morse, and
Wood 1995; Levine and Campbell 1972), greater opposition to immi-
gration and related policies (e.g., Pereira, Vala, and Costa-Lopes 2010;
Zick, Pettigrew, and Wagner 2008), and greater support for aggres-
sive, violent, and/or retaliatory policies against outgroups (e.g.,
Gordon and Arian 2001; Spanovic et al. 2010). For instance, studies
have found that Jewish Israelis’ perceptions of threat by Arabs pre-
dicted support for governmental violation of Israeli Arabs’ civil rights
(Shamir and Sagiv-Schifter 2006) and that the more Jewish Israelis
perceived that Palestinians posed a threat to Israel, the more they
supported exclusionist attitudes (Canetti-Nisim et al. 2009) and
aggressive retaliatory policies (Maoz and McCauley 2008) against
Palestinians.

Stephan and his colleagues (Stephan et al. 2009) describe intergroup
threat as involving both affective and cognitive processes. Such
responses may result from strong emotions such as anxiety and fear
that people experience in the face of threat; they are not necessarily
intentional, conscious, or rational. People often experience anxiety
when interacting with members of other groups (Stephan and Stephan
1985). This anxiety can enhance prejudice, reliance on stereotypes, and
a motivation to avoid future intergroup encounters (Amodio 2009;
Plant and Devine 2003; Wilder 1993). More broadly, when people
perceive an outgroup as threatening a valued group membership,
people tend to report fear and engage in hostile reactions toward that
outgroup (Bar-Tal 2009; Spanovic et al. 2010). For example, immedi-
ately after the September 11, 2001, attacks on the World Trade Center,
Americans were especially likely to report strong emotions such as fear
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and anger in response to the attacks (Smith, Rasinski, and Toce 2001).
In the wake of the 9/11 attacks, Americans’ reports of fear predicted
greater intolerance of Muslims and greater support for deportation of
immigrants (Skitka et al. 2006); at threat predicted greater intolerance
of both Arabs and Muslims and aggressive security policies (Huddy,
Khatid, and Capelos 2002; Huddy et al. 2005). Fear can also predict
support for intergroup violence and aggression, particularly when
framed in terms of future threats that may arise from the other group
in the conflict (e.g., Spanovic et al. 2010). Additionally, fear is not
simply a result of threat, but may also enhance perceptions of threat
(Lerner et al. 2003): As group members experience fear in response to
an intergroup event or provocation, that fear can strengthen the view
that the outgroup threatens one’s own group. Taken together, these
psychological approaches emphasize the need to interpret attitudes
toward intergroup conflict and security policies in light of group
members’ threat perceptions and emotional responses to conflict.

Intergroup threat and emotions among advantaged and
disadvantaged groups

How people perceive and respond to intergroup threat can depend
upon the power and status of their own group. Emerging research in
social and political psychology highlights the importance of under-
standing the divergent perspectives of groups based on their different
levels of privilege, status, or power (e.g., Dovidio et al. 2012). We will
use the terms “advantaged” and “disadvantaged” to refer to groups
that differ in privilege, status, or power in their societal context, such
as white and black Americans in the United States, Jewish Israelis and
Palestinian citizens in Israel, and native-born and immigrant groups
across many national contexts. By using these terms, we do not intend
to imply that all members of one group are necessarily socially and
economically advantaged, and that all members of the other group are
socially and economically disadvantaged. Rather, we use these terms to
represent the unequal and sociohistorical nature of relations between
the groups, and the unique perceptions and motivations that typically
correspond with their relative positions in the social structure (see
Bobo 1999; Nadler and Shnabel 2008).

In part, members of advantaged and disadvantaged groups may
differ in the forms of threat they perceive. For example, while
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members of advantaged groups tend to focus on realistic and sym-
bolic threats as described previously, members of disadvantaged
groups tend to be concerned about the ways in which their disadvan-
tage affects their daily lives and how they may be subjected to dis-
crimination and unjust treatment. Members of disadvantaged groups
regularly experience threats associated with confirming negative
stereotypes about their groups (Steele and Aronson 1995) and threats
to their psychological sense of security and belonging in contexts
where they are underrepresented (Brewer, Von Hippel, and Gooden
1999; Purdie Vaughns et al. 2008). Members of advantaged and
disadvantaged groups also tend to have different emotional responses
to intergroup encounters: Members of advantaged groups tend to feel
anxious about being perceived as prejudiced, whereas members of
disadvantaged groups tend to feel anxious about becoming the
targets of prejudice (e.g., Devine and Vasquez 1998). Correspond-
ingly, the intergroup attitudes of members of advantaged and disad-
vantaged groups are often predicted by different factors. For instance,
white Americans’ racial attitudes are predicted by antiegalitarian
sentiments, whereas black Americans’ racial attitudes are predicted
by perceived racism and discrimination of whites (Monteith and
Spicer 2000). Such trends parallel the divergent motivations of
advantaged and disadvantaged group members in intergroup con-
texts; members of advantaged groups typically seek to preserve their
moral integrity, whereas members of disadvantaged groups typically
seek acknowledgment and discussion of the existing structural
inequalities (Shnabel et al. 2009).

Group identity and social identity theory

One’s identity as a member of social groups is a critical part of psycho-
logical security. Indeed, as Allport (1960) stated, “Security is found only
within the ingroups –within the family, the church, the tribe, the nation.
All else appears hazardous and unknown” (p. 344). Striving for a sense
of belonging constitutes a core social motive (Fiske 2004).

Social identity theory explains the processes through which people
identify with social groups, the functions that social identity serves,
and the consequences for their attitudes and behavior. People’s iden-
tities as group members may serve as important sources of esteem
(Brown 2000; Tajfel and Turner 1986) and information about how to
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think and behave in their social worlds (Hogg and Abrams 1988;
Smith and Louis 2008). Generally, when people identify with social
groups, they take on the norms, behaviors, and attitudes of their
groups and become increasingly motivated to promote their groups’
welfare and serve as good representatives of their groups (see
Hogg 2003).They tend to exaggerate differences between their own
group and other groups, assuming that they are more similar to
members of their own group and are more different from members
of other groups (Wilder 1984). People also tend to evaluate their own
groups more positively, and allocate more resources to their
own groups compared to the way they evaluate and treat members
of other groups (Bourhis, Sachdev, and Gagnon 1994; Tajfel, Billig,
Bundy, and Flament 1971).

Potential consequences of uncertainty for group identity
and security

Experiencing uncertainty motivates people to identify more with
groups (Hogg 2003, 2007). In particular, uncertainty motivates
people to identify with groups that have high entitativity, which
means that the group has a clear structure, a coherent set of goals
that its members agree upon, with clear lines demarcating ingroup
from outgroup (Campbell 1957; Hamilton and Sherman 1996; Hogg
and Adelman 2013).

Feelings of uncertainty can also make people more sensitive to
perceptions of injustice, including not having a voice in procedures
and not feeling as if they are given a fair chance (Van den Bos 2001;
Van den Bos and Lind 2010). Perceiving that procedures authorities
use are fair is important for a secure society; when people perceive that
authorities use unfair procedures, they are less likely to cooperate with
and help them (Tyler and Blader 2003).

People who identify more strongly with their groups are more likely
to interpret intergroup situations as threatening and are more sensitive
to intergroup threats they perceive. Once they interpret situations as
threatening their ingroup they react more strongly to the threat (e.g.,
Riek et al. 2006). They also become more likely to justify violence and
negative actions against outgroup members, and to view the acts of
violence they commit against them merely as responses to threat and
provocation posed by them (Bilali, Tropp, and Dasgupta 2012).
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Different modes of identification

The concept of social identity has developed to explain how distinct
modes of identification can have distinct consequences for attitudes
and behavior. Certain aspects of group identification are especially
likely to exacerbate threat responses and enhance ingroup-protective
responses in the face of threat. Theoretical distinctions between patri-
otism and nationalism (e.g., Kosterman and Feshbach 1989) and
constructive and blind patriotism (e.g., Staub 1997) suggest that there
are at least two key dimensions of group identification: one that
focuses on attachment to the ingroup, and one that refers to beliefs in
the ingroup’s superiority over other groups and deference to group
norms and authorities (Roccas et al. 2008).

A growing body of research suggests that this latter aspect of group
identification – or, glorification of the ingroup (Roccas et al. 2006,
2008) – is particularly likely to make group members prone to act
aggressively in response to intergroup threat and to justify that aggres-
sion (Bandura 1999). For instance, among American respondents, a
sense of ingroup superiority has been shown to predict greater support
for military action against Iraq (Federico, Golec, and Dial 2005)
and fewer demands for justice in response to torture committed by
American and British forces against Iraqis (Leidner et al. 2010). Dutch
Muslim youths who experienced greater uncertainty also viewed
Muslims as superior to other groups, an attitude that predicted greater
disconnection from Dutch society, and in turn, greater support for
intergroup violence enacted by Muslims (Doosje, Loseman, and Van
den Bos 2013). As evidenced by these examples, glorification of the
ingroup reduces guilt about negative ingroup actions by increasing
“exonerating cognitions” about the acts (Roccas, Klar, and Leviatan
2006). By justifying the transgressions of their own group, glorification
helps group members to maintain a positive image of their own group,
even after committing violence against other groups (Leidner and
Castano 2012).

How responses to insecurity affect intergroup relations

Ironically, engaging in behaviors to protect the ingroup not only could
enhance and justify aggression toward other groups, but may also
inadvertently provoke vengeful and defensive responses among
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members of those other groups. Indeed, aggressive acts committed by
ingroup members and justification of their aggression toward an out-
group can often provoke retaliatory efforts among members of that
outgroup (Lickel et al. 2006; Lickel 2012). Perceiving that another
group is apathetic to the mistreatment or injustice encountered by
one’s own disadvantaged group can also lead members of disadvan-
taged groups to endorse stronger retaliatory responses and greater
efforts toward social change (Hawi et al. 2012; Saguy, Tropp, and
Hawi 2013). As such, experiencing threat and a sense of insecurity can
motivate intergroup attitudes and behaviors that have the potential to
exacerbate intergroup conflict and enhance instability and uncertainty
in relations between groups.

Yet, once our psychological needs for security are met, other psycho-
logical needs motivate us to grow (Molden, Lee, and Higgins 2008) and
explore other interests and experiences (e.g., Maslow 1962; Wright,
Aron, and Tropp 2002). Uncertainty could also be construed as a
source of excitement as people seek out new experiences and if they
see uncertainty as a challenge (Hogg 2010). People may also personally
vary in the extent to which they feel comfortable with uncertainty and
wish to learn new things about themselves and their abilities and to seek
out new experiences (Szeto and Sorrentino 2010).

Taken together, these trends suggest that if we perceive or anticipate
threat, or feel uncertain about whether we will be threatened by an
outgroup, we are likely to desire safety and security and to become
defensive and protective in intergroup encounters. However, to the
extent that we are able to alleviate potential threats presented by other
groups, we may feel more secure and more open to expressing interest,
curiosity, and empathy in our relations with other groups.

Strategies to enhance security and improve relations
between groups

In the sections that follow, we review a number of constructive
strategies that may be considered to enhance feelings of security and
positive relations between groups. These strategies have typically been
regarded as approaches to prejudice reduction among members of
advantaged groups. Relatively little attention has been granted to the
perspectives and experiences of the disadvantaged (see Dixon et al.
2010; Hornsey and Hogg 2000). More work is needed to understand
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how these strategies may function differently for groups that vary in
status, and how they may be used to promote fair and just relations
between groups in addition to promoting intergroup harmony (Saguy
et al. 2013).

Intergroup contact theory

Intergroup contact theory states that as members of different groups
experience close, positive interactions with one another, their prejudice
toward one another will decrease (Allport 1954; Pettigrew and Tropp
2011). Decades of research reveal that contact between members of
different groups can reduce prejudice and promote a range of positive
intergroup outcomes, including more positive intergroup attitudes,
behavioral intentions, trust, and support for policies that would benefit
members of other groups (Pettigrew and Tropp 2011). Indeed, many
studies have shown positive effects of intergroup contact even among
groups with legacies of violent or protracted intergroup conflict (see
Wagner and Hewstone 2012, for a review). Although positive contact
outcomes can occur across a broad range of settings and contexts, they
are especially likely when the contact occurs under optimal conditions,
such as when the interacting groups have equal status and cooperate in
working together toward common goals, and when institutional norms
and authorities support the positive nature of their contact (Allport
1954; Pettigrew 1998).

By “contact” we and other psychologists are referring to face-to-face
interactions between members of different groups, rather than assess-
ing contact in terms of proportional indices, such as percentages of
different groups within a neighborhood or school setting. Proportional
indices may provide opportunities for members of different groups to
interact, yet are distinct from actual interactions between members of
different groups (see Pettigrew and Tropp 2011). Proportional indices
and face-to-face interactions may also predict intergroup attitudes in
different ways; for example, in the absence of close contact experi-
ences, greater proportions of immigrants in one’s community may
provoke greater perceptions of threat, whereas close contact with
immigrants in one’s community may lessen perceptions of threat (see
Pettigrew, Wagner, and Christ 2010).

One of the primary ways contact reduces prejudice is by reducing the
anxiety people feel and the threat they perceive when interacting with
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outgroup members (Pettigrew and Tropp 2008). Uncertainty and anx-
iety about cross-group interactions can increase feelings of insecurity,
opening the door to hostile interactions and relations between groups
(Stephan and Stephan 1985). Apprehensions about contact and expect-
ations that one will be rejected can motivate people to avoid contact
(Barlow, Louis, and Hewstone 2009; Plant and Devine 2003; Plant
2004). Perceiving that other groups pose threats to the livelihood of
one’s own group can further propel negative intergroup attitudes
(Pettigrew et al. 2010).

Yet when members of different groups have positive contact
experiences – particularly under optimal conditions – they experience
less anxiety from intergroup encounters and have less bias favoring
their ingroup over other groups (Levin, van Laar, and Sidanius 2003).
Positive contact can also enhance the extent to which people trust
members of other groups (Hewstone et al. 2006) and make favorable
interpretations when outgroup members behave in ambiguous ways
(Vollhardt 2010). Importantly, positive contact effects have been
shown among groups with histories of conflict (see Wagner and
Hewstone 2012), such as predicting trust among Catholics and Prot-
estants in Northern Ireland (Hewstone et al. 2006), predicting the
extent to which non-Jews helped Jews escape during World War II
(Oliner and Oliner 1988), and predicting white South Africans’ sup-
port of race-based policies that would benefit black South Africans
(Dixon et al. 2010). Moreover, over time, upon reducing anxiety
through intergroup contact, group members often become more
inclined to adopt the perspectives of the other group and empathize
with their concerns (Swart et al. 2011). Thus, encouraging positive
contact between members of different groups is one strategy for
promoting a psychological sense of security, through alleviating
intergroup anxiety and threat, while enhancing the extent to which
people are willing to engage and empathize with members of other
groups.

Positive contact effects tend to be less pronounced among members
of disadvantaged groups than among members of advantaged groups
(e.g., Binder et al. 2009; Tropp and Pettigrew 2005). Moreover, focus-
ing on positive experiences and commonalities when having contact
can lead members of disadvantaged groups to become less inclined to
perceive their group as disadvantaged (Dixon et al. 2010) or to chal-
lenge status inequalities (Tropp, Hawi, Van Laar, and Levin 2012) and

Psychology: The phenomenology of human security 151

D7B C 8 C7 3 3 34 7 3D :DD C  3 4B 697 B9 B7 D7B C :DD C 6  B9  ,1  
. 3676 8B :DD C  3 4B 697 B9 B7 3 4B 697 2 7BC D /3 0 3D C 4 7 D D D:7 3 4B 697 B7

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316227671.007
https://www.cambridge.org/core


more likely to have unrealistic expectations of fair treatment from the
advantaged group (Saguy et al. 2009).

We believe it is generally useful for members of disadvantaged and
advantaged groups to engage in contact with each other to increase
intergroup trust and social harmony. Yet any effort to improve rela-
tions between groups must also take into account the different expect-
ations and needs that groups of unequal power are likely to have in
the contact situation (Bruneau and Saxe 2012; Dovidio et al. 2012).
Intergroup harmony between groups of unequal status might be
achieved in the short term, but persisting inequality and disparate
treatment can threaten the prospects for intergroup harmony in the
long term, as inequality leaves social conditions ripe for conflict
between groups. Thus, contact approaches must ensure that the dual
goals of intergroup harmony and social equality are addressed when
members of disadvantaged and advantaged groups interact (Becker
et al. 2013).

Reframing group boundaries and the common ingroup
identity model

Growing from intergroup contact theory, the common ingroup iden-
tity model specifies that when members of two groups can think of
themselves as one superordinate group with common goals, relations
between the groups will improve (Gaertner and Dovidio 2000). For
instance, beyond thinking of themselves solely as members of different
racial and ethnic groups, black, white, Asian, and Latino Americans
may identify as part of an inclusive American identity. When groups
conceive of themselves and others as part of the same superordinate
group, their attitudes toward former outgroup members become more
positive and they begin to respond to former outgroup members in
ways that they would typically reserve for ingroup members. These
positive changes encourage more favorable evaluations and greater
sharing of resources (Gaertner et al. 1989; Gaertner, Dovidio, and
Bachman 1996).

However, reframing group categories at the superordinate level can
be difficult to maintain or may not always be successfully achieved,
particularly when there are group differences in status within the
social structure (Hornsey and Hogg 2000; Dovidio, Gaertner, and
Saguy 2009). In part, the groups may not always agree on how the
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superordinate category is or should be defined (Mummendey and
Wenzel 1999). Advantaged groups may feel more “ownership” of
the superordinate category than disadvantaged groups (see Sidanius,
Feshbach, Levin, and Pratto 1997; Staerkle et al. 2010), while
members of disadvantaged groups may also feel as if they are being
subsumed within the broader social category (Hornsey and Hogg
2000). To the extent that they value their subgroup identities, they
could interpret any attempt to diminish their loyalty to these sub-
groups as threatening (Branscombe et al. 1999; Hornsey and Hogg
2000). As such, encouraging members of advantaged and disadvan-
taged groups to identify only with the superordinate category may
ultimately limit the extent to which all group members feel a sense of
inclusion within the superordinate category.

A number of researchers have therefore proposed that both super-
ordinate (e.g., national) and subgroup (e.g., racial or ethnic) identities
be maintained as dual identities (see Gaertner and Dovidio 2000;
Hewstone, Rubin, and Willis 2002; Hornsey and Hogg 2000). When
valued subgroup identities are recognized in tandem with the super-
ordinate identity, members of disadvantaged subgroups tend to experi-
ence this as validation and become less inclined to feel hostile toward
the advantaged group (Hornsey and Hogg 2000). Furthermore, pre-
serving valued dual identities may prevent the adverse effect that
positive contact experiences can have on advocating just treatment in
society (Glasford and Dovidio 2011).

Strengths and weaknesses of psychology’s contribution to the
study of security

The strength of psychology’s contribution to the study of security is
the potential to explain and predict how subjective perceptions of
insecurity can create actual insecurity, by motivating people to
respond to perceived threats in ways that create or exacerbate group
conflict. Use of the scientific method, whether via laboratory or field
studies, longitudinal or correlational survey designs, is essential to
this contribution.

Psychology also has particular areas in which the discipline must
grow to contribute to the study of security. Our views are in line with
those of others who advocate broadening the scope of research partici-
pants and diversity of perspectives and using more field research
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(Heinrich et al. 2010; Paluck and Cialdini 2014). As we have described
throughout this chapter, psychologists must also continue to study
relations between groups within communities, nations, and between
nations, and to examine these processes at multiple levels to contribute
more fully to a multidisciplinary understanding of security, threat, and
identity in intergroup relations.

How can psychology connect to other disciplines in the
study of security?

We see great potential in connecting with scholars in other discip-
lines to examine the origins and nature of human security, such as
through links to studies of policy support in political science and
the integration of qualitative and quantitative research approaches in
sociology and anthropology. Both political scientists and social
psychologists studying political psychology relevant to security use
empirical approaches and develop theory. Some political scientists
studying political psychology focus on applying psychological theory
to explain political outcomes without collecting new data. For
example, Jonathan Mercer has applied psychological research on
emotion and cognition to study them in political contexts (Mercer
2005, 2010). Psychologists who have taught in political science or
interdisciplinary departments led many of the empirical projects we
refer to in this chapter, including the study by Huddy and her
colleagues (Huddy et al. 2007) of US participants’ feelings of secur-
ity, threat, and support for policies, and the study by Halperin and
Gross of Jewish Israelis’ emotion regulation and support for aid to
Palestinians (Halperin and Gross 2011).

We believe that greater integration of these disciplines would enable
each to make a stronger contribution to the study of security. An
integrative approach would combine the strength of the scientific
methods used in different disciplines with an understanding of how
psychological processes relevant to security manifest within particular
social and political contexts.

Conclusions

In this chapter, we have reviewed theory and research concerning
psychological motivations for security and the ways in which these
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motivations can affect relations between groups. People often reflex-
ively turn to their groups to enhance feelings of security, yet such
tendencies can lead to biases that provoke avoidance and rejection of
other groups, which in turn may incite conflict and societal instability.
Although seemingly counterintuitive, constructive long-term appro-
aches to address insecurity may involve engagement with others and,
at least initially, the experience of vulnerability (see Andersen, Saribay,
and Thorpe 2008, for a related argument). Through forging ties and
reframing relations between groups, people can become more inclined
to express concern for the welfare of groups beyond their own and
question ingroup aggression against those groups, thus curbing inter-
group conflict and enhancing the prospect for greater security and
stability within societies.
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8|International political economy
Conceptual affinities and substantive
differences with security studies

ronen palan and hannah peter s en

“Europeans concerned with matters of strategy and security,”
observed Susan Strange, “are usually not the same as those who write
about structures affecting economic development, trade, and money,
or with the prospects for particular regions or sectors” (Strange 1982,
481).∗ Of course, this is not a distinctly European predicament; glob-
ally, international security and international political economy (IPE)
have evolved somewhat in isolation from one another. As Homolar
notes, “The disciplinary fields of security studies and political economy
too often maintain a deliberate distance from each other,” often citing
an “artificial division between foreign policy and security issues on one
hand and domestic and economic issues on the other” (Homolar 2010,
411). True exceptions to this trend are few. She counts among the
earlier studies that buck the trend those by Gilpin (1975), Knorr (1957,
1973, 1975, 1978), and Baldwin (1985) and recent books by Cooley
(2008), Kirshner (1998, 2007), and Narizny (2007). The distinction of
foreign policy and traditional security studies from political economy
resurfaces sometimes in scholarly output even after it is bridged in
official policy documents and briefings (Dombrowski 2005).

The separation between the two disciplinary trajectories is quite
strange (forgive the pun) for two obvious reasons. First and foremost,
economics and politics may be considered different analytical spheres,
but they operate within the same single reality and both economic
issues and political issues are interlinked, not only with each other
but with security issues at so very many important junctures that
analysis of these together is quintessential to sound analysis of each
(Buzan 1994, 89ff.). A key argument of the relatively young discipline
of IPE has always been that successful international economy cannot
function without a stable political and legal international regime, and

∗ The authors are grateful to Amnon Aran, Philippe Bourbeau, and Daniel
Goldstein for their advice and support in preparing this chapter.
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vice versa, that stable security regimes are unlikely to survive for any
length of time in volatile economic conditions.

Second and related, the theoretical foundations of all international
relations theories are rooted in political economic theories, from
mercantilism and realism, to standard economics and neorealism, to
constructivism and evolutionary economics. One way or another,
they all take for granted and imply linkages in the triad of concepts:
security – stability – economy. The problem, however, is, first, that
the relationship between economics and politics has tended to remain
implicit in some cases, for example, classical realism, and second, that
the relationship between economics and politics that these theories
espouse is not subject to the sort of theoretical scrutiny and empirical
verification that characterize internal debates within these schools
of thought.

One of the fundamental questions orienting the research on security
in IPE has historically been the causality or direction of the linkage
between political and economic security. This is most plainly evident in
core writings by the more traditional theories of neorealism and neo-
liberalism. A further important question is that of the referent object:
Who needs to be secured? Realists and proponents of a more trad-
itional conception of security would argue that the state is the referent
object; most liberalists and proponents of a more critical, modern
conception of security would argue it is the individual; yet the scholarly
debate is far from a conclusion at this point.

The relationship between IPE and security is complex and multifa-
ceted and often remains somewhat implicit. Security is not traditionally
an explicit element of theorizing within the field; it is treated as an
epiphenomenon by the various subfields of IPE and some might say it
remains undeveloped. Regardless, just as security is fundamental to,
for example, the anthropological notions of culture, so is it centrally
related to all matters of political and economic reality in contemporary
nations. Security and political economy are evidently universal bedfel-
lows, and this is as true today as it ever was. It simply does not make
sense to consider them in isolation.

Here it is important to consider that IPE is a relatively young
discipline within political science that was developed from the merging
of international politics with economic studies and is very open to
other interdisciplinary input. Hence, a large portion of the relevant
debate about security rests upon issues and events that both occurred
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and were analyzed before the emergence of IPE as a field of study. For
example, both the original traditional thoughts on state security as well
as the interest in collective security after World War II long preceded
the IPE debate that began in the 1970s.

In this chapter, while giving an overview of the different theoretical
perspectives within international political economy that consider the
concept of security more closely, we reach several conclusions, some
of which are surprising. The first, perhaps better known argument is
that neorealism despite characterizing economics as “low politics”
is in fact at its core an economic theory or at least closely adapted
from one to fit the political system. A second surprise discovery
about contemporary international relations (IR) theory is that secur-
ity concerns seem to be much less at the forefront than previously
thought. A third result derived from analyzing the relationship
between Marxist IPE theory and security studies further supports
the original argument of this chapter, that security studies and polit-
ical economy are the two sides of one coin (Homolar 2010, 410),
and any attempt to separate them is ideologically motivated, and
analytically false.

Despite such synergies, security concerns, and more broadly, the sort
of discussions that could be subsumed under the label of security
studies, remains undeveloped in the field of IPE. The relationship
between IPE and security, as we will show in this chapter, is rather
one-sided: The different schools of IPE treat security concerns as an
epiphenomenon, a desired condition that will come about provided the
necessary structural political economic conditions are fulfilled.

International political economy consists of a diverse set of theories
and approaches, each of which draws on one of the core traditions in
political economy: standard economics, Marxian economics, evolu-
tionary theory, and even libidinal economy (see Palan 2013 for discus-
sion). IPE tends to take these traditions to a new place and asks how
their “units of analysis” and theoretical constructs would behave in a
world that is divided among political communities of varied size and
shape. The result is a diverse set of theories that mirror the complexity
and diversity of political economy. Consequently, IPE has never
developed around a single core set of orienting questions and/or sub-
scribed to a set of methodologies. The different theories each both
advance quantitative, qualitative, and interpretative methods and draw
on case studies as well as general theoretical frameworks. This means

158 Ronen Palan and Hannah Petersen

D7B C 8 C7 3 3 34 7 3D :DD C  3 4B 697 B9 B7 D7B C :DD C 6  B9  ,1  
. 3676 8B :DD C  3 4B 697 B9 B7 3 4B 697 2 7BC D /3 0 3D C 4 7 D D D:7 3 4B 697 B7

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316227671.008
https://www.cambridge.org/core


that the relationship between IPE and security cannot be easily sum-
marized and does not follow any of the predicted paths, other than the
common path known as “economic imperialism.”

Importantly, political economy as well as international political
economy bring to the table something that is often ignored in foreign
policy and security studies that are considered more isolated from it –
the centrality of the policy-making process, including the balancing
of interests and procedural biases (Adler 1997; Ruggie 1998), and
a look at actors such as banks and multinational corporations
(MNCs). Earlier well-known voices had already reminded us of the
necessity of strong industry in case of war (Kennedy 1984; Knorr
1975; Morgenthau 1978; Strange 1988) and a need to have control
over the industry important to security (Dombrowski 2005; Friedberg
1989; Kapstein 1990; Moran 1990; Ziegler 1991;) as well as a strong
financial sector (Earle 1986; Gilpin 1987; Haglund 1986; Milward
1977; Rasler and Thompson 1983).

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce and subsequently com-
pare the different perceptions and understandings of the concept of
security, its precursors, its implications, and its importance within the
main branches of international political economy schools of thought.
As we will show, contrary to common perceptions, security studies
and IPE have had a long, deep, and ongoing, if somewhat implicit and
one-sided engagement that goes to the very core of the two sets of
apparently different disciplines.

The political economic underpinning of realist theory

Most textbooks tell us that classical realism as well as neorealism are
mainly concerned with the “security dilemma” (Herz 1951), that is,
how strength or weakness of a state can both endanger another state’s
security as well as provoke other states and thereby endanger its own
security (Aron 1966; Carr 1962). In that sense realism appears as far
apart from IPE as possible. Yet, as we will show, under the guise of the
new rationalist synthesis (Milner 1998), a silent revolution has taken
place with the result that the neorealist field of security studies shares
much in common with standard IPE. The rationalists achieved that
incredible fit by simultaneously introducing marginalism to the study
of politics and moving the deep political economic assumption of
realism to the surface.
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Three key assumptions form the basis for realist theory (Baylis 2011;
Morgenthau 1978). The first noteworthy aspects are realism’s consist-
ent state-centric focus (Brooks 1997) on external and international
relations and its treatment of the national state as a “black box”:
The nation state is considered the appropriate unit of analysis for
realists (Dunne and Schmidt 2011, 87). The international system is
irrevocably anarchical in nature; in it states must try to survive while
they answer to no higher authority. Realist theory further assumes that
states constantly try to maximize their power; therefore, politics is a
zero-sum game and conflict-laden by force majeure (Kahler 1998). Its
focus on military politics as high politics becomes particularly clear
with the following observation by Mearsheimer:

The greater the military advantage one state has over other states, the more
secure it is. Every state would like to be the most formidable military power
in the system because it is the best way to guarantee survival in a world that
can be very dangerous. (Mearsheimer 1994, 5)

While realism allows economic considerations to complement strat-
egies of power and security, in realist theory economics as well as
interior politics are generally considered as “low politics” (Jackson
and Sørensen 2007; Morgenthau 1978; Stubbs and Underhill 1994)
and always subordinate to political security although Morgenthau
himself, a key author of realism, suggested that natural resources but
also industry capacity are necessary in order to achieve or maintain
power as a state (Morgenthau 1985, 130ff.; see also Fordham 1998;
Trubowitz 1998). Traditional realists accept that the goal of states may
be economic welfare; nonetheless, this goal is translated to political
struggles among states in an anarchical state system. Realists allow, in
addition, for situations in which economic gain or economic security as
a whole is given up in order to concentrate on political security or
specifically to weaken opponent states as well. Economic tools (includ-
ing economic sanctions or other forms of boycotts and/or financial
assets) may be used, in other words, to achieve security goals. For
example, there is growing concern in the recent debates about the rise
of sovereign Wealth Funds; these funds have in particular given rise to
concerns about financial stability, about corporate governance
methods, but also about political interference and, as a key example
of such, economic protectionism (Blundell-Wignall, Hu, and Yermo
2008). Established Western economies seem especially concerned
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whether the funds are likely to be used by actors such as China or
Dubai strategically, to gain control of certain important industries not
for financial reasons but political goals. This issue has led the EU in
particular to reconsider the possibility of its members using golden
shares to prevent particular foreign acquisitions.

More modern ideas of realism still concern themselves with external
threats to the states but have since adapted considerably to go beyond
the “black box” and discuss more specifically how external threats are
reacted to domestically, for example, through political disagreement
on how to respond, hence downscaling the importance of the state as
the sole entity of power (i.e., Schweller 2004). Notwithstanding, the
focus on states and external threats to states as a whole can be seen to
be in line with traditional security studies, which in essence focus
exclusively on the security of a state against the outside and the state’s
survival, rather than concern themselves fundamentally with individ-
ual security or negative security from the state. Considering that this
concept of security (or freedom) from the state was widely popularized
by the likes of Rousseau, Montesquieu, Sieyes, and even earlier theor-
ists, and strongly emphasized by and central to many statesmen in the
period that followed – especially the American founding fathers – this
does seem rather an obvious oversight by realist thought, yet does not
hinder its continued appeal and popularity, particularly in the United
States (i.e., Wohlforth 2011).

Case studies exist in support of this labeling of political stability as
the independent variable and necessity for economic stability as the
dependent variable, showcasing the strong negative impact political
instability or even the collapse of national political systems has on the
corresponding national economic system. For example, in a recent IMF
working paper, Aisen and Veiga (2010, 24) find that “political instabil-
ity significantly reduces economic growth, both statistically and eco-
nomically”. Using a data set covering almost 170 countries between
1960 and 2004, they are able to point out how “political instability is
particularly harmful” in its negative effects on total factor productivity
growth and its discouraging both human and physical capital accumu-
lation. Other examples clearly illustrate situations in which political
instability is the principal threat to welfare and economic growth.
A good general case to be made for political stability leading to
economic stability lies with foreign investment: Clearly, political secur-
ity promises a degree of continuity as well as transparency that make a
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country’s economy more secure and thus more attractive to foreign
investment, which in turn can strongly support the economy and
achieve economic security.1 Where there is no political stability and
security and the return on investments hence cannot be guaranteed,
both foreign as well as domestic investment in economy or infrastruc-
ture supporting the economy are unlikely or at least greatly hindered.
Nations that are battered by civil war for long periods tend to destroy
their economies completely in the process; as in the case of Somalia
and piracy, this not only affects their own but the global economy
in a considerably harmful way.

Besides arguing the case for the directional correlation of political
security determining economic stability, all of the preceding points
support the generally accepted view of the strong intellectual links
between realism and security studies compared to weaker links to
IPE. That perception, however, can be highly misleading.

One of the purported key differences between classical realism and
neorealism relates to the role of economic theory in the constitution of
neorealist theory of security challenges. The American IR scholar
Kenneth Waltz was a founder of neorealism and structural realism
and is likely the author most associated with the latter – he is also
quite renowned for suggesting that proliferation and spread of nuclear
weapons would indeed increase world peace rather than threaten it
(Waltz 1981). Revealingly, Waltz himself explains the development
of neorealism by “looking at a theoretical breakthrough in a related
field: economics” (Waltz 1990, 27). He notices that “Aron drew a
sharp distinction between the study of economics and the study of
international politics” (1990, 25) and that “like classical economists
before them, realists were unable to account for a major anomaly”
(1990, 33). He goes on then to describe the similarities between neo-
classical theory and neorealism. For Russett, “boundaries are artificial
constructs imposed on more or less continuous distributions in order to
simplify ordering the relationships on either side.” Indeed, he argues

1 Obviously when talking about political security or stability in this context a very
specific kind of stability is in mind: political power through strong, continuous
institutions as well as upholding of the rule of law; effective administration and
bureaucracy and manageable crime and corruption rates; anything that facilitates
and attracts investment. Otherwise, military dictatorships and countries such as
Eritrea or Gambia can be considered politically stable, and there is no sign of
growth or economic stability in either.
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that “economic theory is at heart a set of assumptions and deductions
about rational choice on the part of individuals and organizations. It is
relevant whenever actors have determinate goals but limited means
of achieving those goals, and hence must allocate scarce resources”
(Russett 1968, 5).

Gilpin (who believes that Waltz is essentially a sociologist) argues
that “My War and Change in World Politics emphasizes . . . that of
economic or rational choice theory: I start with individual state actors
and seek to explain the emergence and change of international
systems” (Gilpin 1984, 288). In a similar vein, Powell argues that
one of the key debates of neoliberalism, institutionalism, and structural
realism is about the veracity of marginalism: “Neoliberal institutional-
ism assumes that states focus primarily on their individual absolute
gains and are indifferent to the gains of others. . . . In terms of prefer-
ences, this focus on absolute gains is usually taken to mean that a
state’s utility is solely a function of its absolute gain. In contrast,
neorealism, or structural realism assumes that states are largely con-
cerned with relative rather than absolute gains” (Powell 1991, 1303).

We could go further: Barry Buzan says that methodological indi-
vidualist theories of the state system (or neorealism) are entirely con-
sistent with and, in fact, assume the embeddedness of the “system of
states” in broader cultural habitus, which he calls the society of states
(Buzan 1994, 90ff.). But the logical steps that Buzan takes in presenting
this argument simply follow the same arguments that have led stand-
ard economics to develop in the direction of the new institutional
economics (NIE) of Williamson (2000). The cultural habitus of the
system of states that is described by the “English school” as an “inter-
national society” is the equivalent step taken by NIE to describe
market embeddedness in an institutional environment. Individual
units, whether they are the individual consumers and producers of
neoclassical economics or the state-actor unit of realism, operate
within an institutional environment that evolves in ways that cannot
be reduced to methodological individualism.

Other modern schools of thought that count themselves as realist,
such as quite prominently the realist theory on hegemony and hege-
monic stability theory (Gilpin 1987; Krasner 1976), explicitly
integrate aspects of liberal economic theory. In HST the hegemon is
responsible for providing certain public goods, a clearly liberal idea,
and while the hegemon guarantees political security to support the
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economic system, his role is also dependent on his economic perform-
ance. The HST is attributable to Kindleberger (2013) and is based on
his study of the 1930s depression.

The evolution of realist theory presents, therefore, the first surprise
in the study of the ongoing relationship between security studies and
IPE. Far from treating economics as “low politics,” as implied, neore-
alist theory is at its core an economic theory applied to the political
sphere of the relationship between states – the latter assumed to have
capabilities to act as discrete unities. Neorealism played an important
role in what is otherwise known as “economic imperialism” and the
capture of international relations theory by economic modeling and
thought. Not only the core assumption of neoclassical theory invades
other spheres of social life; its modeling and quantitative techniques are
present in every sphere of security studies.

Utility, market economy, and security

There are a number of fundamental assumptions central to the liberal
perspective. One of them is that humans are not inherently bad,
as in Hobbes’s early realist thought, but rather rational and utility
maximizing. In addition, humans, or individuals, are considered to be
the proper unit of analysis and thus the principal actors in political
economy by liberals (Moravcsik 1997). Realist arguments about
the importance of security and state survival are not neglected in the
liberalist argument: Often enough it is pointed out that a stable,
functioning economy is key to political security, especially in the
traditional sense, as only a working economy guarantees the funding
a state can then spend on defense, and so on. Further, the liberal
perspective assumes that an important way of maximizing utility is
by making trade-offs between goods and services.

Several conclusions regarding the relationship between political and
economic security can already be drawn directly from these core
assumptions. If the highest goal is to maximise utility and gains and
the latter is generally achieved through trade-offs, then this can be
translated into a desire for a productive, stable, and secure economy
and market system. Unlike mercantilism and realist thought, liberalism
supports the idea of a positive-sum game. As long as the majority
of individuals and groups can realize their utility-seeking and gain-
maximizing intentions within the economic system, they will want to
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preserve it, and interests in economic stability have political security
as a direct consequence.

The focus on the individual is reminiscent of more modern critical
security studies, which focus on individuals and groups and their safety
from the state as well as certain positive rights, rather than a state’s
security from external threats.

Neorealism and liberalism both share core synergies with standard
economics. Where they differ is in their treatment of the role of
domestic politics in international affairs. Liberal theories tend to stress
the importance of domestic political processes. Their argument is
simple, but highly plausible: The state that interacts with other states
in the international arena is not different from the state that interacts
with domestic society. International relations theory must aim to draw
upon and be consistent with empirical findings of “domestic” theories
of state and government (Milner 1998). As the majority of political
scientists do not recognize the unitary or volitional realist state model
in a domestic setting, it stands to reason that the realist model of state
must be either heavily modified or replaced altogether by a different
theory.

The domestic source theories were developed during a period
that saw the rise of behaviorism in political science (Dryzek 2006).
In many ways, domestic source theories still bear the hallmark of
behaviorism to this day. Behavioral political science centered on the
concept of the political or governmental process (Easton 1953).
The behaviorist research agenda was concerned primarily with the
relationship between government and the governed. With their rather
functionalist approach and strong focus on the individual as principal
actors, modern liberals consider that the state in itself is not an actor
but merely a “transmission belt,” selecting and translating aggregated
societal individual or group preferences regarding the economy that
determine the political system. Assuming that the individuals within
a state and thus the state as their representative gain more from
economic interdependence and trade than they would from the
economic costs of war on top of a loss of said economic relations,
economic stability influences political security rather directly in a
positive correlation.

Whereas Gilpin argues that the state is a variant on an organized
interest group that evolved in conditions of scarcity, liberal theories of
international relations consider individuals as the fundamental actors
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in the political sphere (Moravcsik 1997). States are denied volitional
attributes and are viewed instead as stage vehicles in the transmission
of needs and desires that emanate from society. In the words of
Buchanan, states are “conceived as something that emerges from the
choice processes of individual participants” (Buchanan 1966, 26). In
contemporary populous states however, individuals have a limited
capacity to influence the political process directly. They have no option
but to join intermediate institutions and organizations that serve to
transmit their choices and preferences in the political arena. The polit-
ical process works through political parties, interest group associ-
ations, labor and business groups, and so on, which are treated as
the “transmission belts” of individuals’ needs and desires to the state.

When these theories are applied to the field of international rela-
tions, argues Moravcsik, they challenge many cherished assumptions
of realism, for instance, the idea that states are able to sustain some
fixed or pregiven set of goals (or “national interests”) over a long
period. As each state develops its own independent political process,
we encounter diversity of behavior in the international arena. It
follows, as Hendrik Spruyt argues, that “preferences are sometimes
compatible or harmonious with the preferences of other states that are
presumably going through similar “domestic” processes and sometime
not.” In such fluid situations, the resulting “realignments are essen-
tially permutations and combinations of bargains based on material
interests and shared belief systems.. . . Moreover, because powerful
actors may have widely divergent preferences, second-best solutions
and compromises abound. Furthermore, actors work with divergent
discount rates” (Spruyt 1994, 25). One implication of such a theory is
that “general” theories of the international system of the sort that
Waltz advances cannot help to predict the likely state behavior.

More importantly, the diversity of states and political processes may
not necessarily lead to a deleterious outcome – or to state it in realist
terms, anarchy is not necessarily the source of conflict. Even if the
“underlying state preferences are zero-sum or deadlocked, that is,
where an attempt by dominant social groups in one country to realize
their preferences through state action necessarily imposes costs (nega-
tive externalities) on dominant social groups in other countries,
governments face a bargaining game with few mutual gains and a high
potential for interstate tension and conflict” (Moravcsik 1997, 521).
Even in instances of flagrant incompatibility in the aggregative
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preferences that emanate from different societies, this does not lead
necessarily to an open conflict between states. Indeed, the sheer
amount of permutations of outcomes that can be generated by such
complexity of process renders systemic theories of IR less credible.

Liberal theory challenges, therefore, the conventional view of inter-
national relations as the science of the study of war and peace, and that
is the second surprising discovery about contemporary international
relations theory. Security concerns are not as much at the forefront of
international relations as has been assumed. Within the liberal trad-
ition there exist different trends with different focuses regarding the
prerequisites for political stability and peace. Classic liberalism as well
as most versions of neoliberalism advocate free markets, international
trade, and economic growth and progress as supporting political
security; neoliberal institutionalism and idealism acknowledge these
but focus strongly on the role of international institutions and repre-
sentative politics. Furthermore, an open trading system may be creat-
ing convergence of interests and institutions toward stability, yet
lack of convergence may not necessarily and inevitably degenerate to
conflict. Indeed, from a liberal perspective open military conflict is
rarely, if ever, justifiable on economic grounds and tends to represent
institutional failure of one kind or another. Contrary to realism, the
security issues are not endemic to an international system as much as
symptoms of institutional failure and structural economic malaise
associated with countries such as “failed states.”

As opposed to realist considerations about the relations between
political and economic security or stability, liberal theory considers
economic stability to be the driving force directly resulting in political
security. This obviously is occurring on two different levels: Domestic-
ally, economic security and prosperity are thought to lead to political
security; strong economic performance and economic well-being sup-
port the legitimacy of the political system and discourage political
unrest. Internationally, trade and market exchange promote cooper-
ation between states and make war economically undesirable, because
of both the loss of the opportunity of economic trade-offs (discour-
aging market functions) as well as the economic costs of war.

Examples of economic turmoil resulting in political insecurity are
readily available. The crisis of 1929, which began in the United States
and engulfed the entire world shortly thereafter, within months led to a
catastrophic collapse of international trade, and to the “Beggar thy
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neighbor” monetary policy, but it also immediately sparked great
political instability, which saw the rise of the National Socialists in
Germany (Schram and van Riel 1993) and subsequent appeasement
politics that some suggest was also rooted in economic weakness
(Ferris 1989); the formation of a British-led imperial trading block;
the expansion of Japan into Manchuria in search of access to vital
raw material to its industries; and, finally, the Second World War.
A fairly current affair that at first glance seems to support the direc-
tional causal relation of economic stability leading to political stability
is the most recent financial crisis. For example, in all the EU countries
in which elections were held since, the political parties in power have
changed (with the exception of Germany, and the German economy
remains comparatively stable and secure to this point.) In Greece,
arguably worst hit by the crisis within the EU, radical groups have
dramatically gained in popularity, foremost the openly extremist party
“Golden Dawn.”

As liberalism concerns democracies (or at the time republics) where
representatively elected governments are responsible for and account-
able to their citizens, the latter’s disinterest in and rejection of the
economic costs of war should always be conveyable to the state. This
is explored in most detail by the liberal theory of democratic peace,
originally proposed by Immanuel Kant (Eberl and Niesen 2011), a
theory not seeking to explain the root causes of war (like many other
schools of thought at the time) but to establish common motives to
avoid the latter (Doyle 1986; Macmillan 2004; Russett 1993). In his
“Perpetual Peace,” Kant dabbles in cosmopolitanism even as he sug-
gests a form of cosmopolitan overarching guiding corpus of law to
protect all people from the possibility of war, which is based on a
principle of universal hospitality (which was much later developed
further by Derrida to new conclusions). The democratic peace theory
stipulates that democracies are reluctant to engage in a war with other
democracies, making war increasingly unlikely the more democratic a
region becomes. First off, in “Zum ewigen Frieden,” Kant states insist-
ently that nation states should under no circumstances interfere with
other states’ affairs (Baruzzi 2001, 96). This is again in direct contra-
diction of realism’s insistence that (hostile) interference with another
state is natural in the context of the anarchical world system. There
exist several main motives for avoiding conflict that can be drawn from
the democratic peace theory as Kant first stated it. First, it implies
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public accountability in a democracy and suggests that representative
governments, naturally seeking reelection (Downs 1957), will try to
avoid accepting responsibility for the costs of war; second, it assumes
that it is unlikely for democracies to view other democracies with
similar policies and regulatory philosophies as enemies; further, it
assesses that democracies tend to possess much more of public goods
(such as infrastructure) and public prosperity as a whole than autocra-
cies, which they are therefore less willing to risk.

This can be followed up to modern times as well as, more import-
antly, to the economic realm: For example, Kirshner remarks that
bankers are risk-averse and interested in security the more inter-
national integration there is financially, which serves as a “systemic
disincentive to the initiation of war to an extent directly related to the
size and significance of global financial markets” (Kirshner 2007, 20).
Ripsman (2005) agrees that domestic interest groups with strong bilat-
eral or international trade interests will lobby the government to avoid
anything that could endanger the former (see also Abdelal and Kirsh-
ner 1999; Newnham 2002).

In this section it is further worth noting that not all theorists who
subscribe to the view that the economic situation determines the polit-
ical situation assume that the two have a positive correlation. Although
supporters of the “good growth hypothesis,” suggesting that economic
growth and stability will lead to political stability and security, are
more numerous, one cannot neglect supporters of the opposite pos-
ition, the “destabilizing growth hypothesis” (Paldam 1998). The latter
insists that the growth associated with stability also leads to complex
social and societal changes and thereby creates political instability.
Without going into detail or judging the extent of instability, strongly
varying examples of growth leading to social change come readily
to mind: in South Korea the change led to democracy, in Iran to
theocracy.

Marxism and the problem of security

Marxist theory distinguishes between principles of market econ-
omy and capitalism. Traditional market economies, or rather
economies that contained aspects of market exchanges, worked
on the following principle: c–m–c (c = commodity, m = money),
which Aristotle suggests is, among others, defined by the fact that
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it “has a limit” (Meikle 1996, 140). In such systems, markets are
system of exchanges or forms of barter between individuals. Money
has evolved as a “third commodity,” typically rare and highly sought
after material such as gold, silver, or copper, or other precious stones,
to accommodate and simplify the system of barter. Markets, however,
remain subordinate in such systems to political or traditional modes
of exploitative extraction (such as feudalism or Asian societies).

Capitalism is completely different: The principles of capitalism are
captured by the equation m–c–m’ – or what Aristotle called “unnatural
chrematistike” – the unnatural exchange where the end gain is the
exchange value itself (Meikle 1996). In other words, it is a system
whereby money (or capital) is invested (m) in commodity production
(c) in order to make more money m. The pecuniary principle is there-
fore paramount, and production or manufactured product is simply a
by-product of the system. Capitalism always values the “exchange
value” of products over their “use value”; hence, paradoxically, some
of the most valuable commodities, the air we breathe, the water
we drink, and so on, are least valuable in a capitalist economy and
are readily subject to pollution and destruction. The capitalist, the
owner of the means of production, invests money in order to sell at
higher prices than overall cost of production. His or her profits
are determined by four conditions: the ability to reduce unit costs,
including raw material and labor costs; the ability to reduce these by
achieving higher productivity per unit of production; the ability to do
this by increasing unit sale price; or the ability to do this by increasing
unit sales. These four options combined are at the heart of the Marxist
interpretation of the problem of security, which we will summarize in
the following paragraphs.

Reduction in costs of all elements of production will ultimately put
pressure on labor wages, whether directly on labor at the firm, or
indirectly, on labor that is located elsewhere and is involved in the
production of essential raw materials or the necessary machinery.
Hence, capitalism is a violent process at the heart of which is the
capitalist “extraction.” Political stability, therefore, is more apparent
than real and represents one of the following scenarios:

Secure dominance of one class or an alliance of classes of another in perpet-
rating an exploitative situation. In other words, stability cannot be equated
with peace or lack of violence. On the contrary, a period of stability repre-
sents the stability of governance by one class or an alliance of classes over
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others, and in that sense, it is, ipso facto, a form of violence. And classes in
the international realm can of course imply classes of countries. Roemer
suggests categorizing these with reference to the use of the credit market
(Roemer 1983, 54).

Conversely, episodes of open violence, in the form of either a “civil
war” or a war between nations, are expressions of a breakdown in the
relationships among the ruling classes and/or in the exploitative chains.
It is not by accident that the most “insecure” regions in the world and
those characterized as “failed states” tend to be home to some essential
or lucrative raw materials. These countries are characterized by very
low productivity, low wages, extremes of unequal wealth distribution,
and a highly coercive system of extraction of those resources, which
are then sold fairly cheaply in the world markets. Insecurity in these
regions is a product of a brute exploitative situation combined with
linkages to a capitalist world market.

Hence, following a Marxist understanding of IPE means assuming
that periods of stability and security are by their very nature transi-
tional only and represent an intermediate time of relative calm before
capitalist contradictions are felt at full force.

The theory of capitalism as an m-c-m type of society suggests that
capitalism is a self-expansionary system, always in search of new
markets. The expansionary tendency of capitalism is another of the
principal causes of conflict in the world. Typically the most advanced
capitalist countries of their age, be they the Italian city-states of the
Renaissance, the Dutch trading nation, England or the United States,
and possibly China in the future, known as hegemonies, are the torch
bearers of capitalist expansion. They maintain large armies or navies
whose job it is to open up forcefully new lands for capitalist exploit-
ation, ensure steady flow of necessary raw material, and maintain trade
routes.

Imperialism and colonialism may take various guises: They can
range from territorial capture of certain land for capitalist exploitation,
to financial–industrial dependence or subtle forms of support for polit-
ical elements in society that will ensure the same ultimate results – but
they are all driven by the expansionary tendencies of capitalism (Dos
Santos 1996). A well-known argument for the impact of economic
considerations on political security was made by Lenin in his 1920
(1917) work Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism. In this book
Lenin builds upon and alters Marx’s economic theories as well as
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Hobson’s earlier work Imperialism (1988 [1902]) to fit his cause, and
looks closely at the role of capital (generation) in imperialism (or
colonialism). The book is partially inspired by and is concerned with
World War I, which Lenin describes among others as “plunderous”
and “predatory,” discarding nationalism as the cause of the conflict
and calling attention to the economic reasons behind the security
disaster that was the full-blown war. Key to this is the accumulation
of financial capital by monopolies to the point where they cannot find
enough opportunities to invest it anymore in the industrialized world
but need to expand to other regions to generate further profit.

IR [Imperialistic International Relations] emerge from differences in devel-
opment and a competitive international capital market, in a stationary world
with fully developed capitalist relations of production. Internal limits to
accumulation and realisation problems are unnecessary to understand
imperialism: IIR can be explained by capitalists’ quest for profits. The
existence of less developed countries provides profit-making opportunities
to developed countries via competitive credit markets, which create exploit-
ive relations. (Veneziani 2009, 207)

Lenin argued that capitalism had outgrown Marx’s three laws of
capitalism and avoided crisis by expanding to imperialism and exploit-
ing an international workforce. As a result of the desire to expand
economic profits beyond that which the home country’s resources as
well as markets can generate, the elites of strong states as well as large
companies will divide the rest of the world up for economic exploit-
ation and consequently engage in geopolitical conflict in their struggle
to gain the largest possible share of both markets and resources (Dos
Santos 1996, 166).2

Wars, therefore, serve a purpose, and the purpose is capitalist expan-
sion or maintenance of existing exploitative situations.

An argument is made that the very specific relationship between
research and the military in the post–World War II United States
shaped and corrupted the development of contemporary political
science more generally. Unlike the British or German armies, the US

2 Interestingly, John A. Hobson considered that imperialism was only born out of
the necessity of economic competition – until, for example, Germany and the
United States began to be considered as earnest competition in the late nineteenth
century, the United Kingdom according to Hobson had no need for imperialist
politics as they had prime access to the entire world's important market secured
regardless (Hobson 1988[1938], 72).
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Army, Navy, and Air Force did not have their own in-house research
units. Hence, the US Armed Forces commissioned research from
private think tanks such as the RAND Corporation or Brookings.
Those, in turn, oriented their research to the way the Armed Forces
liked to “consume” such research, that is, quantitative analysis that
would present security dilemmas in simple statistical equations. This
notably oriented much of the output of mainstream American
political science in the direction of “rationalism” and quantitative
methods.

The relationship between mainstream security studies and liberal
internationalism, an alliance of classes at the heart initially of the
expansion of an Atlantic vision of capitalism, later also incorporating
East Asia, gave rise to another theory of the role of the security services
and security studies. Following World War II, the United States, with
its allies, sought to create a new organization of the world based on
liberal principles. In that they were opposed by a rising “communist”
bloc. In other words, the communist bloc inhibited the expansion of
the capitalist market. Rather than view the cold war as an inevitable
outcome of incompatible ideologies and/or a classical realist interpret-
ation, the cold war is viewed functionally by modern Marxist theorists
in terms of the class interests it represents.

The “cold war” represented, first and foremost, the conflict that
arises whenever capitalism is faced with a physical barrier to expan-
sion. The war turned hot, inevitably, Marxists would say, at the
frontiers of the two blocs, the territories that could swing either way.
Korea, Cuba, Vietnam, and the Middle East were exactly those meet-
ing points. The cold war could also ensure funds from the United States
to its allies through the Marshall Plan and the NATO alliance, that is,
funding to ensure compliance with and an expansion of the American
vision of a market economy. The Cold War was used in addition as a
tool of military Keynesianism, from legitimizing the emergence of
a military-industrial complex that has shaped US economy since,
expanding to include the aviation, IT, and even entertainment sectors.
At the same time, it formed a core of a “planned economy” that
sustained the development of the US economy through federal funding
to the military-industrial complex.

From a Marxist perspective, therefore, security and political econ-
omy are so closely interrelated that studying one without the other
leads to completely false interpretations of events; the division of such
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related disciplines is considered “arbitrary and unhelpful” (Hobden
and Wyn Jones 2011, 132). Security studies or conventional “security
discourses” represent the language of power and accommodation
among the ruling classes. The security that is normally sought in
conventional security studies is temporary stability predicated on vio-
lence. At the same time, societies that are violent reveal the inner
contradiction of capitalism, whether they may appear on the surface
economically successful or not. Finally, the fourth intriguing conclu-
sion promised in the introduction is that security studies and political
economy are two sides of the same coin, and any attempt to separate
them is ideologically motivated, but analytically false.

The hen and egg conundrum of political and
economic influence

As we have shown in this chapter, there are many points of contact
between IPE and security studies. Indeed, all the major theories of
international political economy implicitly assume a connection
between economic and political security, where the term “security” is
often used almost interchangeably with the term “stability.”

But here lies the problem in the linkages between IPE and security
studies. IPE never developed an extended discussion of the concept of
security as such and did not concern itself with debates in security
studies. IPE has tended to assume that political stability is an absolutely
necessary condition for a successful economy, both nationally and
internationally, but also that stability will ensure security, and vice
versa. Yet, to the best of our knowledge, these are assumptions that
are never subject to a deep or extended discussion.

The great debate truly lies elsewhere – it could almost be summar-
ized as the hen and egg conundrum of political and economic influ-
ence – which comes first? All theories attribute an ever-influential cycle
of subsequence between security and economics; however, the main
theories argue as to whether political security or economic security
needs to occur first in order to ensure the other. This is despite growing
support for the view that the two are simply two parts of a system that
are too interwoven with another to be adequately separated and
assessed for all purposes. Surely it makes sense to divide the two for
specific interests of study – however, considering that in today’s world
almost every single economic transaction occurring takes place within
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the realm of economic law and regulation, written by or at least
overseen by elected political persons, really there is little left where
one can take effect free of the influence of the other.

There are clear limits to the discussion of security in IPE – mainly
that it largely happens implicitly. Security is not explicitly incorporated
into most current debates within IPE, despite the fact that it is a key
concept used as an axiom for many of the theoretical assumptions
posed in IPE theory. And yet it is rarely discussed directly and rather
left to other subfields of IR such as security studies.

One of the strength of IPE’s treatment of security lies within a strict
continuation of Susan Strange’s original demands: with an insistence
on the constant consideration of both economic and political factors,
without mingling the two into an unintelligible megaconcept. As we
have discussed in brief examples, there is little doubt that economic
factors have influence on political stability such as security. All of the
theories within IPE discussed agree on a strong connection between
economic interests and political security strategy. Further, the idea that
wars are begun partly or largely out of economic interests is a rather
common notion in everyday discussions; for example, inside as well as
outside academic forums, Iraqi oil is often cited as a strong reason for
the recent military offensive in the region, rather than the official
reasoning of suspected weapons of mass destruction. It therefore
makes sense in every way to address these concerns, ideas, and
examples by institutionalizing the study of a combination of economics
and security: a key task within the field of international politics
and economy and arguably one of its strong advantages. Perchance
one could add that the various theories within IPE disagreeing on
the directional connection between security and economy limit the
explanatory power of IPE, but one could likewise argue that they force
scholars, who study all of them, to change angle continuously and
thus achieve a more reflective knowledge of the mechanisms at work.

Similarly, in its methods, IPE is considerate of divergent approaches:
Much of the research in IPE is undertaken through mixed methods,
allowing for both quantitative and qualitative data and analysis
of the latter, as there is general respect for the value of both large
N quantitative numerical data, common in economics, and qualitative,
inductive, and in-depth case studies, often found in political science.

The relationship between IPE and security studies therefore follows
the well-trodden path of “economic imperialism.” IPE, or, more
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properly, political economy, has had a profound influence on the
development of security studies, but the same cannot be said about
the impact of security studies on IPE. There is certainly a niche of
security studies concerned with resource economics and the impact of
resource allocation diversity on security (Mildner 2011), or one frac-
tion of the “greed versus grievance” debate, prominently pioneered by
Paul Collier and Anke Hoeffler, that argues that greed and economic
calculation are more often linked to violent conflict than grievances
such as ethnic conflict or religion. Yet, political economic theories
are by their nature comprehensive in outlook and self-referential; they
each present a core set of concepts and ideas that in theory can be
applied to the study of society at large, including issues of security,
stability and violence.

In conclusion we stress that while the importance of economic
factors and issues surrounding security has recently gained support,
security remains something slightly outside the realm of actual IPE
studies – it is an implicit consequence of or connection to many of
the subjects studied (such as hegemony), but not a trending term in the
writings of IPE scholars.
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9|Criminology
Reimagining security

j an froe s tad , c l i f ford shear ing ,
and melan i van der merwe

My point is not that everything is bad, but that everything is dangerous.

(Foucault, in Rabinow 1984, 343)

Have you ever read any criminological texts? They are staggering. And
I say this out of astonishment, not aggressiveness, because I fail to com-
prehend how the discourse of criminology has been able to go on at this
level. One has the impression that it is of such utility, is needed so urgently
and rendered so vital for the working of the system, that it does not even
seek a theoretical justification for itself, or even simply a coherent frame-
work. It is entirely utilitarian.

(Foucault 1980, 47)

The whole aim of practical politics is to keep the populace alarmed (and
hence clamorous to be led to safety), by menacing it with an endless series
of hobgoblins, all of them imaginary.

(Mencken 1918, 18)

Criminology’s most fundamental topic has long been security, under-
stood in Hobbesian terms (Hobbes 1651/1968, 185–186) as interper-
sonal safety – with the embedded implication of freedom from the fear
of interpersonal harms – and the peaceful coexistence that this
enables.1 While the meaning of “security” has varied considerably over
time and across disciplines (see the papers in this volume), this core
meaning of interpersonal safety and peaceful coexistence, which has
recently been the focus of the “new” “human security” (United
Nations 1994; Wood and Shearing 2007), has been remarkably con-
sistent within criminology, though, as we will see, the term “security”

1 Hobbes (1651/1986) likens security to fine weather, which is said to be fine
not only because it is not inclement at the moment but because it is likely to
remain clear for some time.
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has not been as prominent as it has been within other areas of inquiry,
such as international relations.

Historically, criminology has explored security by focusing its atten-
tion on what one might think of as “hitting and taking” harms,
typically thought of as “crimes,” that threaten peaceful coexistence
along with the governance processes, particularly criminal justice, that
have been developed to respond to them. This focus has ensured that
individuals have long been at the center of criminological analyses of
security. Criminology’s crime focus has meant that, while a concern
with security, understood as safety, has long been central to crimin-
ology, it has been the term “crime,” rather than “security,” that has
held pride of place on the criminological stage, as the term “crimin-
ology” itself makes clear.

In recent thinking that has sought to “decriminalize criminology”
(Shearing 1989) – see, for example, Hillyard et al.’s (2004) use of the
term “zemiology” and “harmology” and Ditton’s (1979) earlier use of
“controlology” – “security” as a term, has, for the most part, been
eschewed as criminology has explored ways of moving beyond
its self-definition as a crimeology.2 Today, while the term “security”
has gained greater currency within criminology, its synonym “safety”
has emerged as a preferred term both within criminology and within
its associated practical politics. For example, “safety” is being used
increasingly to cushion the implications of “national security,” within
its state rather than individual focus, which criminologists sense
remains embedded in the term “security” – for example, in the phrase
“the safety and security web” used in the recently released report on
the “Future of Canadian Policing Models” (Council of Canadian
Academies 2014) commissioned by the Canadian government’s
Department of Public Safety.

In this chapter we explore the history of “crime” and “security” and
how it is that “security” has begun to move closer to the center of the
criminological stage. Central to these developments, we will argue,
has been criminology’s “utilitarian” character, which Foucault so
caustically depreciates, and the way in which its “use-inspired” (Stokes
1997) nature, to use a less acerbic term, has coupled developments
within criminology to the shifting priorities of practical politics.

2 For an exception, see Wood and Shearing’s (2007) and Johnston and
Shearing’s (2003) discussion of the “governance of security.”
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In developing our arguments, our focus will be on criminology within
English-speaking contexts as it is here that contemporary criminology
has been primarily shaped.

The emergence of a crime-centered criminology

A practical politics that proved to be particularly influential in consti-
tuting criminology’s established crime focus, within English-speaking
contexts, was the development of the New Police within the City of
London at the beginning of the nineteenth century. These New Police
emerged in London as a consequence of widespread concern about the
inadequacy of the existing mechanisms for governing safety (Emsley
1986). The existing potpourri of arrangements, which had been
developed previously within rural and feudal contexts, was proving
to be inadequate within urban contexts (Beattie 2006; Critchley 1978;
Radzinowicz 1956). A particular concern, at the time, were ad hoc
initiatives, such as the businesses of thief taking, which involved
private sector entrepreneurs offering the return of stolen goods for
a fee, goods whose theft they had often arranged (Beattie 2006;
Zedner 2006).

The long and the short of these concerns, and responses to them, was
the development of a plan, by influential policing reformers (early
criminologists), for policing arrangements that would eschew the
backward-looking strategies that initiatives such as thief taking
offered, which Leman-Langlois and Shearing (2004) have termed
“repairing the past,” to more forward-looking arrangements that
would “repair the future.” The core idea informing these plans for a
New Police was the development of a police organization dedicated to
preventing disturbances of “the peace” – “peace” was a term that
Hobbes (1651/1968, 186) used in the mid-1600s to designate a state
of interpersonal safety – within the City of London, which was then, as
it is today, a relatively small geographic area, “a city within a city.”

These New Police were to “keep the peace” by establishing condi-
tions that would promote safety. The core of these conditions was to
be the establishment of a pervasive system of surveillance – which
Radzinowics (1968, 164) has termed “an unremitting watch” – across
the City of London. This “watch” was to be accomplished by institut-
ing a “beat” system that would distribute police officers across the City
(Grimshaw and Jefferson 1987). This arrangement would, it was
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believed, establish a pervasive police gaze that would deter potential
wrongdoers from committing crimes, because detection would be
certain, a crucial condition for effective deterrence identified by
Beccaria (1996).

So confident was Sir Robert Peel, the British home secretary, who
instituted these arrangements, of the success of this venture that few
provisions were made to enable these “Bobbies on the beat” (a term
that derived from “Bob,” the shortened version of “Robert”) to
respond to crimes after they had occurred – for example, there was
no provision for police investigators who would investigate crimes
(Beattie 2006, 31–32).

What transpired in practice deviated considerably from these plans.
The “Peelers” (another nickname given to these New Police) found it
exceedingly difficult in practice to establish the unremitting watch that
they had been established to create. The flies in Peel’s ointment were
the “institutions of privacy” (Stinchcombe 1963), particularly those
associated with private property.

These institutions established legal restrictions that kept Peel’s New
Police on public streets, and off private property, effectively restricting
their watch to what transpired in public places. These restrictions
placed Peel’s “Bobbies” in a Catch-22 predicament – they were
required to establish an unremitting watch within a context of a
combination of physical and legal barriers that prevented them from
realizing this objective.

The source of this difficulty was the model of Marine Police (also
known as the Thames River Police), a policing arrangement that was
thought to have been very successful, which had inspired the police
reformers (Barrie 2008; Radzinowicz 1956; Reynolds 1998). What
the architects of the New Police had not paid sufficient attention to,
in their plans, was just how different the context within which the
Marine Police operated was from the context within which their New
Police would operate. Unlike Peel’s police, the Marine Police was
a private sector organization that operated primarily on private prop-
erty, with authorized access to both public and private spaces.

The response of the New Police to their restrictive physical barriers,
such as walls and doors, and to their restrictive legal context was
to shift their role from one of preemptive and pervasive surveillance
to that of postcrime responders who would go to the aid of victims of
crime. At the heart of this postcrime response was the identification of
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offenders who had committed crimes so that they could be brought
before courts where they would they would receive their “just deserts”
(von Hirsch 1993) – ironically this meant that the New Police very
quickly evolved into a form of “thief takers” (what the Canadian
police chief James Harding has termed “bandit-catchers”), albeit ones
who did not provide for the return of property but rather became the
“front end” of an emerging criminal justice system. While this meant
that the New Police did not realize their founding mission, this shift
went a long way to ameliorating the considerable opposition to the
possibility of an unremitting watch.

It is this role as bandit catchers, rather than as unremitting watchers,
that has become the model that police organizations have followed in
Britain and in many other countries – in part because of the reach that
British colonialism enabled. Accordingly, these developments, though
very space-time-specific, have been very influential in shaping the way
in which the governance of safety has come to be understood within
criminology. Indeed, they have proved to have had a very long tail,
which has shaped criminology as a crimeology rather than as a safe-
tyology or, if one accepts the “governance of security” language of
Wood and Shearing (2007, 6) and Johnston and Shearing (2003, 9), as
a securityology.

As a consequence of these developments in safety governance,
criminology has fashioned for itself a conceptual box, focused on the
governance of interpersonal hitting and taking that Brodeur (1983) has
termed “low policing.” This box has shaped criminology into an area
of inquiry that has been concerned primarily, and at times almost
exclusively, with bandit catching, blaming, and punishing and how
these processes might be improved in terms of both effectiveness and
propriety. With this use-inspired conceptual narrowing criminology
has for many years firmly cemented itself into a crimeology frame that
has shaped, and continues to shape, its research and thinking.

In developing its value for safety governors (largely governments),
criminology has drawn primarily on sociology and psychology
to develop theories of bandits, bandit catching, bandit catchers,
blamers, and correctors (in particularly punishers) to assist these
governors to “govern through crime” (Simon 2007) more effectively
and legitimately. In developing its methods, criminology has drawn
on the same disciplinary sources as it has for its theories. While there
has been considerable interest in the use of qualitative methodologies
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of anthropology and sociology (Shearing and Marks 2011), crimin-
ology’s primary methodological tools have been quantitative ones.
This quantitative tendency, which has always been strong within
American criminology, has become stronger over the past decade.
This has led to the emergence of a particularly strong quantitative
research culture within criminology that has been organized under
signs such as “computational criminology” (Birks 2005), “experi-
mental criminology” (Sherman 2009), and “crime science” (Laycock
2003).

This development is having a major impact on the way in which
questions of effectiveness and propriety are being explored within
criminology. Indeed, this stance has been steadily encroaching
on the well-established and more legal and philosophical terrain of
“critical criminology” (Taylor, Walton, and Young 1975/2011),
which has focused in particular on issues of propriety and its rela-
tionship with effectiveness. An example of this can be found in the
experimental criminology research that is currently being conducted
under the sign “procedural justice” – a concept that was explored
earlier by the philosopher John Rawls (1971) in his “Theory of
Justice.” Within criminology this term has become associated with
the experimental work of the legal psychologist Tom Tyler (2006)
and a growing body of work that is seeking to extend his ideas and
findings (for example, Murphy 2004). These developments have done
much to cement criminology as a crimeology that is in the process
of becoming a “crime science” providing evidence-based guidance to
governments.

This story points to several “strengths” (or “weaknesses,”
depending on one’s perspective). These include a defining focus on
after-the-fact crime control as the route to safety, which provides an
integrating thread within criminology and constitutes a shared crim-
inological identity. “Criminology,” as one of our colleagues said to one
of us recently, “is about crime and what to do about it.” This identity
has proved symbolically and financially beneficial. Criminology
departments within universities often have among the highest under-
graduate and diploma student enrollments and have often been able to
persuade governments to be major supporters of their use-inspired
research – for example, over the years the British Home Office has
proved to be an extraordinarily lucrative source of research funding
for British criminology.
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From criminalities to securities

A variety of voices within criminology are beginning to argue – often
implicitly – that if criminology remains within its established crime-
focused framings it will not be in a position to recognize, let alone
respond to the shifting landscape of insecurities, and their associated
securities, that emerged in the twentieth century and are defining the
current century. As we turn to examine these voices we, inevitably,
encounter a language conundrum, something of a Gordian knot, that is
difficult to untangle – for a recent discussion of the difficulties involved
in surmounting established nomenclatures, and the framing they
cement, see Albrecht and Moe (2014).

This challenge arises because the established criminological lan-
guage – which we have relied upon to this point in the chapter, of
“crime,” “harms,” “safety,” “justice,” “criminal justice,” and so on –

is the language of the terrain criminology is hesitantly moving beyond.
It is difficult – as Hegel’s (1967, 63) oft-quoted line “The owl of
Minerva spreads its wings only with the falling of the dusk” reminds
us – to develop a new language, while still embedded in the old. Faced
with this conundrum we will use the new terms within an emerging
new criminology, even though the meanings of these terms, as we will
see, often remain vague and are contested.

A central theme that unites the emerging voices questioning estab-
lished conceptions within criminology has been that criminology needs
to lift its gaze beyond crime, and its management. Three subthemes, all
of which are grounded in a practical politics to which criminology has
responded, can also be detected. The first is the argument that the
governance of both the old securities and new securities has become,
and should become, more multilateral both within governments
(“whole-of-government”) and beyond government (“whole-of-soci-
ety”). The second argues that the governance of security, again both
old and new, has shifted, and should shift, away from its traditional
backward-looking approach to a more forward-looking, preemptive
approach that seeks to mitigate harms before they occur. A third
argument is that criminology should include within its gaze thing-to-
human and human-to-thing engagements and not simply human-to-
human ones.

A conceptual event that has proved to be remarkably influential in
shifting criminology away from its established framing was the
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publication of Ulrich Beck’s The Risk Society (Beck 1992). While not
a criminological text, Beck’s work has had a significant impact on
criminological thinking, especially in regard to the second and third
of these subthemes. At the heart of Beck’s thesis was the argument that
there has been a significant change in the nature of harms that humans
have had to contend with since the nineteenth century European state-
building era that proved to be so important in shaping criminology.
For Beck, at the heart of this change has been a fundamental shift in
the nature of the harms that humans face. Contemporary harms, he
argued, have shifted from harms with relatively limited impacts, for
which a backward-looking harm governance is appropriate, to harms
with consequences that are much more dangerous and for which
the emerging (and appropriate) stance is to act to prevent them before
they occur. What this has meant, Beck argued, is that managing harms
after they have occurred has given way to managing risks – that is, to
managing the possibilities of harm before they are realized (Beck
1992).

Two criminologists who have been at the forefront of exploring the
implications of these developments for security and its governance
have been Jonathan Simon (2007) and Pat O’Malley (2004, 2008),
both of whom have explored the various and often contesting ways
that risks are identified and managed and their implications for harm
governance.

Another enormously influential criminologist who actively
explored the implications of this shift for criminology was Richard
Ericson (1994, 2007), who, shortly before his untimely death, turned
his attention to the insurance industry – a risk-managing industry
that he (and his collaborators) described as “the institution of
governance beyond the state” (Ericson, Doyle, and Barry 2003, 45,
original emphasis). As Ericson and other insurance scholars have
noted, insurance seeks, on the one hand, to enable its clients to
recognize risks before they materialize and become members of risk
pools who collectively put aside resources that will enhance their
resilience in the face of harms and, on the other, to act to manage
in ways that will reduce the likelihood of their realization (Ewald
1991; Heimer 1989). Together, these and other risk-focused crimino-
logical scholars have been actively reshaping criminology in ways
that are establishing it as a riskology, and a securityology, as well
as a crimeology.
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To return to the first of our subthemes: A development that predates
Beck’s writing, that is firmly grounded in a practical politics, has been
the study of “private security” (see Abrahamsen and Williams 2011;
White 2011 for discussions of the extent and financial worth of this
industry). Both the industry itself and scholars who have studied it
have used the term “security” as a way of distinguishing this set of
institutions from those of the public police. A key distinguishing fea-
ture of this industry, which many scholars have identified, is its concern
with managing risk – a role that is reminiscent of the intended role
of Peel’s New Police. While, this industry does sometimes engage
in services that are similar to those of police (Rigakos 2002) – for
example, when they provide clients with emergency assistance – for the
most part the focus of private security has been, and is, preventative.

The tactics used by private security are very often intended to
produce an “unremitting watch” – for example, the widespread use
of surveillance cameras in a wide variety of settings. An instructive
example, referred to by Shearing and Stenning (1980) some years ago,
is the widespread use of surveillance, not to identify wrongdoing but
rather to identify opportunities for wrongdoing, that, if left
unattended, might lead to wrongdoing – see also Shearing and Sten-
ning’s (1987) analysis of embedded risk managing ordering in Disney
World. Yet another example of embedded ordering intended to main-
tain order, rather than respond to breaches of order, can be found in
tactics that have been developed to maintain desired orders within
cyberspace (Lessig 1996; Dupont 2013) that have been developed
largely under private “auspices” and by “providers” of security
governance (Bayley and Shearing 2001).

As these and similar developments have emerged, so too has the term
“security” emerged as a preferred nomenclature for referencing
forward-looking, risk-focused forms of security governance and for
the auspices and providers who engage in this form of security govern-
ance. An analytic outcome of thinking about the emergence of a diver-
sity of auspices and providers of safety across public, private, and
community sectors has been discussion around the notion of “nodal
governance” (Burris et al. 2005) as an approach that enables crimin-
ologists to theorize the emergence of security governance as a multilat-
eral and plural domain of governance (Bayley and Shearing 2001).

Although these proactive, forward-looking developments have been,
to a large extent, pioneered by auspices and providers of security
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within the private sector, a discernable shift in this direction can be
detected within public sector ordering initiatives within the realm of
low policing. Together these developments have began significantly
to loosen the hold that the established backward-looking crime focus
has had on the institutions of criminal justice and, accordingly, on
criminology. There are several established domains within public
sector low policing where this is becoming evident.

One of the most significant developments has been the emergence of
what has been termed “environmental criminology” – a criminology
that has drawn inspiration from architectural thinkers such as Jane
Jacobs (1970) and Oscar Newman (1972). A number of criminological
scholars – for example, Clarke (1997), Felson and Boba (2010), Corn-
ish (1994), and the Brantinghams (1981) – have sought to encourage
governments to pay greater attention to the shaping of opportunities,
especially through redesigning the physical environments that enable
crimes, so as to make criminal wrongdoing less likely. There are strong
resonances here with the preventative activities of private security,
except that the focus here has tended to be state-centric and has, for
this reason, continued to be crime-focused. A common thread, how-
ever, is the forward-looking, anticipatory and risk-focused approach
to this preventative crime governance – a focus that it shares with
broader crime prevention initiatives (Waller and Sansfacon 2000).
An important and influential line of thinking and research within
environmental criminology, which resonates with Peel’s unremitting
watch, has focused attention on the presence (and absence) of “capable
guardians” who can, and do, limit opportunities for crime (Eck 1995;
Eck and Eck 2012; Felson 1995; Reynald 2011).

As developments such as these have focused attention on anticipat-
ing and avoiding harms, so too have the terms “security” and “security
governance” increasingly been used to refer to what was thought of as
“peace” and “peacekeeping.” Further these older terms themselves
have interestingly been resurrected and put to use in postconflict
contexts where the terms “peacekeeping” and “peace building” have
become ubiquitous. As these developments have taken place there has
been a growing disinclination among scholars, and practitioners, to use
terms such as “crime fighting,” “war on crime,” “law enforcement,”
and so on. It is not that the word “crime” and its related terms are no
longer being used; rather they are being used to designate a particular
form of security governance – namely, Simon’s “governing through
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crime” (2007) – rather than security governance more generally.
This shift in understanding and its expression in language is nicely
illustrated by some of the titles being used to label criminological
programs, for example, University College London’s Department
of “Security and Crime Science” and the University of Liverpool’s
Singapore campus’s program in “Criminology and Security.”

This shift to “security,” as a descriptor, is also evident within insti-
tutions of security governance across both the private and public
sectors. A recent example of this has been the establishment, by the
US government, of the Department of Homeland Security. This depart-
ment, created in the aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attacks, reflects a
Beck-like understanding of the shifting nature of contemporary harms
that extend significantly beyond crime. In line with this broad ambit
the department consolidated twenty-two existing agencies only some
of which were policing and justice agencies, for example, the govern-
ment’s “Energy Security” and “Assurance Program.”

While a broad security focus is certainly not new to governments, – as
the US Central Intelligence Agency makes clear – what is now emerging
is a blurring of lines that have traditionally been used to separate the
security governance of high policing and the crime governance of low
policing. This is at once redefining low policing and creating a host of
new domains that “security” is being used to describe – for example,
food security, water security, and energy security. This is not the only
evidence of this sort of an explicit reframing by governments of the
way in which they understand the governance of security and how it
should be practiced. Another example, found in the United States’
northern neighbor, is the recent adoption of the name Department of
Public Safety by the Government of Canada for the federal department
responsible for the Royal Canadian Mounted Police.

This move to “security” and the associated shift away from “crime”
across both the private and public sectors has been enabled by, and is
enabling, a broadening of criminology’s domain beyond Hobbes’s
hitting and taking harms. As noted, this shift has been accompanied
by a growing concern with risks of harms and how these might be
mitigated. As this broadening has occurred, the term “security” has
been increasingly drawn upon to give expression to these new framings
(Valverde and Wood 2001). Similarly, as this has happened, crimin-
ology has been tentatively exploring a new life for itself as a riskology
and securityology.
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In the next section we explore further the link between security and
risk within criminological thinking.

Security and risk

As we have suggested, the changes that have been taking place with
respect to security governance can in part be accounted for by a
broadening of the notion of safety beyond the hitting and taking harms
that Hobbes conceived of as a foundational order. Understandings of
safety have been, and are being, broadened to include a wider array of
social, economic, and environmental conditions (Lynch and Stretesky
2014; Neocleous 2008; Wood and Shearing 2007).

By the end of the nineteenth century the developmental boom in
most of the Western world (in terms of economy, science, and technol-
ogy) was accompanied by two important risk related changes (Fou-
cault 1978, 15). First, as a result of wage earning workers and the
complexities of ownership and service delivery, third-party liability, as
opposed to individual liability, became a necessary transformation in
civil law structures. This is simply because there were now a number of
harms that had no clear harm doer, and thus could be described as
accidents. Second, because no existing civil claims fit the bill for this
type of harm, forms of “no fault” protection were created. This sig-
naled the start of social insurance, accident insurance, and a new era
for risk governance. Prior to this development, risk was understood as
a simple zero sum equation between the harmed and the harmer. The
idea of objective risks, unrelated to the moral character of individuals,
encountered by all who participated in the modern economy was a
view forwarded by a range of intellectual experts including sociolo-
gists, criminologists, historians, and economists.

What the idea of risk brought to the table was a calculable predicting
arm to security analyses. As a consequence of this academic work, by
criminologists and others, the exploration of risk and security took
many different directions. At the Symposium of the Future of Risk,
held in 2012 at the Chicago Center for Contemporary Theory, Bernard
Harcourt listed five different directions, which the theory of risk has
since taken.

One is the “re-individualization of risks” (Harcourt 2012). In the
welfare state, risks were shared among the members of solidarity
groups, while neoliberalism, it has been argued, has tended to
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disaggregate these collectives, arguing that individuals should manage
their risks themselves both rationally and proactively (Harcourt 2012).
As suggested by O’Malley (2004), rational risk management came to
be associated with the market and with entrepreneurial individuals,
rather than with the regulatory institutions of the state compensating
for market failures.

With these neoliberal developments risk began to emerge as a
tool for exclusion as well as inclusion. With the identification of
risk groups was the second splinter, the responsibilization of risk
(Harcourt 2012). By way of example, within the insurance industry,
social profiles are constructed (age, gender, residential suburb) and are
then used to label persons and organizations as forming part of a risk
group. This categorization, together with statistical and actuarial
knowledge, is used to price risks and assess premiums of risk bearers
who wish to join, and gain the protection of, the risk pools that
insurance companies establish and manage (Ericson et al. 2003;
Harcourt 2012; Heimer 1989).

Another direction that the risk conversation has taken has been to
consider practices that embrace risk rather than simply fear it (Baker
and Simon 2002). These practices view uncertainty as a challenge to be
mastered, not simply as the source of potential harms to be avoided.
The works of Pat O’Malley (2004), in particular, provide instructive
examples of how risk can be imagined, reimagined, and portrayed in
both negative and positive ways. As a way of illustrating his analysis of
the system that has emerged to govern responsible driving, O’Malley
(2009) pictures a governmental system that works efficiently with very
limited disciplinary and individualizing elements. This enables him to
develop an analysis of risk-related practices as constituting governmen-
tal technologies that require, and can benefit from, criminological
analysis and critique. Similarly scholars have explored how nonstate
forms of security governance, such as the international movement for
restorative justice, may benefit from future-focused risk management
developments (Froestad and Shearing 2013; Johnston and Shearing
2003).

Today so much is being done and governed in the name of risk and
security that it is difficult to identify a single set of goals or ethical
foundations that underlie these risk governance practices. O’Malley
suggests, in the face of this diversity, that it is more appropriate to view
risk as an abstract theoretical construct that is fundamentally shaped
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by its social, political, and other space-time environments. In develop-
ing his arguments for a risk-focused criminology, O’Malley (2008)
proposes building on a governmentality approach that will focus
attention on how different categories of risks are governed.

Another direction is that of risk avoidance through risk management
(Harcourt 2012). Neocleous (2008), echoing Wildavsky’s (1988, 1)
observation that risk is so often treated as “a bad thing,” “rather than
as an inevitably mixed phenomenon from which considerable good, as
well as harm, is derived,” warns against the assumption, inherent in
the notion of security, that safety is by definition a good thing (see also
Baker and Simon 2002; Loader 2009). He cautions that accepting this
assumption binds criminology too tightly to the utilitarian motivations
of traditional security studies, where the goal becomes doing “secur-
ity” better rather than gaining a better understanding of security and
its governance as social practices. As an alternative, as do both O’Mal-
ley (2004) and Valverde (2001), Neocleous (2008, 4), following Fou-
cault, proposes that security should be viewed not as a value or an
aspiration, but rather as a mode of governing.

What these, and similar, risk scholars argue is that not only has what
is done in the name of security shaped society, but this shaping has
taken and continues to take place through a particular ideological lens.
For Neocleous, central to this shaping is a state-centric ideology. He
argues that it is important that scholars “get beyond security politics,
not add yet more ‘sectors’ in a way that simply expands the scope of
the state and legitimizes state intervention in yet more and more areas
of our lives” (2008, 185). For Neocleous it is important to consider
“desecuritisation” as a possible pathway – this is an old theme within
the practical politics of criminology, where there have long been argu-
ments to decriminalize harms. An example are the arguments by Schur
and Maher for a policy of “radical non-intervention” (Schur and
Maher 1973) for some crimes as a way of preventing the escalation
of harms, which labeling theorists such as Howard Becker (1963) and
Edwin Lemert (2010) argue are all too often a consequence of
crimeizing harms.

Finally, a major direction of risk studies has been the management of
risks (Harcourt 2012). Technologies for managing risk have often
involved relying on the calculations, or the research, of some desig-
nated expert authority regarding a specific risk and then making
adjustments to one’s actions in light of their technical specifications.
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An example would be the directions that are offered with respect to
seat belt use to prevent injury or death in automobile accidents, which
have persuaded many people to wear these belts. Another example
would be the high walls and electric gates that have become so ubiqui-
tous in many parts of the world to safeguard the security of persons
and property from unwanted intrusion.

These habitual practices that follow from expert knowledge and the
“expert systems” (Giddens 1990) to which this knowledge gives rise
have become a ubiquitous part of the governance of security. Beck
(1992, 2000), in seeking to understand the governance of security,
views risks, and the harms associated with them, in terms of three
periods: premodernization, modernization, and reflexive moderniza-
tion. In these periods, risk is framed differently and this framing shapes
the governance of security.

Risk in the premodern period was seen as something that we could
not control, something caused by gods or demons or simply an act of
nature. Risk in the modernized world was viewed as a probability to be
calculated (Bernstein 1996). According to Beck, modernized societies
have reached a point of reflexivity that arises from the trajectory of
their development. This has introduced a third period, of reflexive
modernization, that is forming the basis for the way risk is viewed
and security governed today. Today risks are a consequence of the risk
governance processes of yesteryear. They reflect “the hazards and
insecurities of modernisation itself” (Beck 1992, 21). This idea is
captured by the notion that we are now living within a new geological
era, the “Anthropocene” (a terms proposed by Steffen et al. 2007; see
also Steffen et al. 2011), in which human activity has become a very
influential driver of earth systems. Within this era, as Beck has argued,
many of the most fundamental risks that humans face today are ones
that they have created though their engagements with earth systems.
These new risks, it is argued, require very different processes of risk
management from, for example, the actuarial practices that lie at the
heart of commercial insurance, as a security governance enterprise that
assumes stable systems that have not been, and that cannot be, affected
by human engagements with them.

The central thrust of the work of these scholars has not simply been
to move beyond crime, but to shift the focus of criminology to risks
and risk management. In doing so they have not argued that conven-
tional crimes and criminal justice processes are not important, but
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rather that criminology should broaden its focus beyond its estab-
lished, nineteenth century-based, conception of harms and responses
to them.

Security and the Anthropocene

At the heart of Beck’s analysis, as we have noted, was his argument
that the nature of the risks humans face has recently changed dramat-
ically and that this shift was ushering in different understandings of
security and its governance. The emblematic example of this change for
Beck was the earth’s shift from the Holocene era to the Anthropocene –
although Beck did not use these terms.

During the Holocene era humans took for granted, and treated as
unproblematic, the largely benign patterns of outputs from earth
systems – they treated these outputs as simply the way things are.
Humans, in Heidegger’s (1977) words, treated the earth as a “standing
reserve” – as a warehouse of goods that would never be, and could
never be, emptied, and so would always be available for their use. This
“reserve” required no maintenance and would quite simply be there
for humans to draw upon for whatever they required for their biophys-
ical well-being. Certainly, humans had many concerns about how best
to tap into these resources and how best to make things from them, but
the extraction and waste processes of this take, make, and waste
paradigm were not of concern to them.

What Beck identified, and what the term “Anthropocene” signals,
is a dramatic shift in an understanding of earth systems and the
location of humans in relation to them. This emerging understanding
of humans – as not only integral to biophysical systems but hugely
influential drivers of these processes and their outcomes – goes
against the grain of well-established understandings (both popular
and social science) of humans as essentially “social” and “spiritual”
beings rather than as fundamentally biophysical beings who have
had, and are having, profound impacts on biophysical systems as
“geological agents” (Chakrabarty 2009). This includes the ecological
support systems (Heidegger’s “standing reserve”) that humans rely
upon for their well-being and the functioning of the social systems
that they have, as biophysical beings, created. With this shift has
arisen a new awareness of the “environmental security” that has long
been provided by earth systems – see Le Billon, this volume, for a
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discussion in the context of the notion of “securitization” (see Neocl-
eous 2008; Waever 1993).

As criminology begins increasingly to view itself as a “riskology” it
is beginning, following Beck (1992), to rethink its understandings of
the risks, and associated securities, that it should explore. One conse-
quence of this, which is beginning to be visible, is the emergence
of “green criminology” (White 2009) – also termed “conservation
criminology” (Gibbs et al. 2010). As this happens, an additional
and deeper foundational order – in addition to the Hobbesian inter-
personal foundational order – is beginning to be identified by crimin-
ologists (Ngoc and Wyatt 2012; South and Brisman 2013; White
2009), namely, the biophysical order of ecological services and
related earth system boundaries that cannot be breached if human
well-being is to be safeguarded – see, for example, Rockström et al.
(2009) on planetary boundaries and the associated idea developed by
Raworth (2012, 7) of a “safe and just space for humanity.” This
conception of a safe space for human existence provides an ecological
basis for concepts such as “environmental security” (see Lynch and
Stretesky 2011) – a term that has been used within the international
relations literature since the late 1970s and 1980s and has since been
deployed by the Copenhagen school (Buzan et al. 1998; see also
Dalby 2002).

It is to this emerging idea of a foundational order of ecological
services that terms such as “food security,” “water security,” “energy
security,”,and so on, have been pointing. As criminology begins to
recognize the importance of a biophysical foundational order, this has
given impetus to the shift toward the forward-looking risk focus that
the term “security” has come to signify. What is emerging, within
practical politics and criminology, is both a return to the Hobbesian
forward-looking focus on security and its governance and a
broadening of his conception of order from a foundational order of
interpersonal peace to one that includes a biophysical “peace.”

Cybersecurity

Before bringing this chapter to a close we turn to yet another shift in
focus within criminology that we have already alluded to, namely, the
emergence of what has come to be termed cyberspace (Dupont 2013).
This space is a digital, electronic space populated by digital entities.
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As humans enter this space they find themselves transformed into such
entities. As with the biophysical world of the Anthropocene, here too
a distinct shift in conception and language has been taking place. The
emergence of cyberspace, as a focus of attention within security stud-
ies, has given birth to yet another security, namely, “cybersecurity”
and the emergence of “cybersecurity strategies” (Bayuk et al. 2012;
O’Connell 2012). The language of governance in relation to this world
that has emerged is very clearly the language of “security” and the
“risks” that threaten it. What is sought here, as with the New Police, is
the absence of harm, and the emerging governance strategies are
focused on how to realize such an absence.

Benoit Dupont (2013), a leading criminologist who has concerned
himself with cyberspace, recently undertook an analysis of the lan-
guage employed, using automated text analysis software, in eleven
government reports (totalling 46,403 words) from around the world,
setting out their governments’ cybersecurity strategy. This analysis
revealed thirty-three main concepts that were used in these reports,
and these were then ranked in terms of their prominence within the
reports. At the top of this list was “security”; “crime” was ranked
twenty-fourth.

Interestingly in this article Dupont, although a criminologist, does
not use the term “crime” or “cybercrime” in his analysis to identify
the insecurities of cyberspace. While “cybercrime” has become a
common term within criminology (Yar 2013), Dupont in his analysis
is careful to articulate a broader understanding of cyberharms and to
demonstrate how governments, in their attempts to respond to these
harms, are taking a distinctly forward–looking approach and
are very deliberately signifying this through the use of the term
“security” rather than “crime.” Throughout Dupont refers to these
harms as risks, which governments are seeking to govern through
“cybersecurity solutions” designed to reduce the likelihood of the
realization of these risks as harms. Within his analysis Dupont,
implicitly rather than explicitly, recognizes yet another foundational
order, namely, the order of cyberspace, which governing authorities
are seeking to secure in support of human well-being, in this case, a
digital well-being. He also in his work recognizes, again implicitly
rather than explicitly, that the governance of cybersecurity displays
clear resonances with the notions of the unremitting watch that
shaped Peel’s vision of policing (Dupont 2008).
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Conclusion

In this chapter we have traced the way criminology, and the practical
politics it mirrors, has been redefining its understanding of security and
its governance. We have conceived of these developments in terms of
two related themes. The first has been a broadening of the way in
which safety, as a desirable governance objective, has been understood.
The second has been a shift in governance strategies from a focus on
realized harms (past-focused) to a focus on the risks of harms (future-
focused).

Criminology finds itself in the midst of a rapidly shifting practical
politics that is redefining its understanding of and approach to safety.
Within this context criminology has been engaged in an uneven game
of catch-up that has created different, and often inconsistent, pockets
of criminological thinking about security. Much of the emerging think-
ing in criminology, and within practical politics, is focusing attention
on the risks of a broad range of harms. Within this thinking the term
“security” is being used to identify this focus – a focus that is actively
reimagining criminology as being as much a riskology and a securi-
tyology, as it is a crimeology.

Contemporary criminologists find themselves at a consequential
crossroad. If they choose their established crimeology path they will
limit themselves, both descriptively and normatively, to the study of
the threats to security, and the responses to them, that were prevalent
at the end of the eighteenth century. If this is to be the fate of crimin-
ology, its practitioners will have chosen to trap themselves within a
conceptual framing that will significantly limit their ability to remain as
relevant as they might be within a twenty-first century context.
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10|International lawBetween legalism and securitization

wouter werner

Among international lawyers, questions about theory and research
method tend to generate awkward silences. After all, for scholars
of international law, “what passes as method . . . has to do with what
counts as persuasive argument” because “international law is an argu-
mentative practice” (Koskenniemi 2010). This is reflected in the dom-
inant approaches to “security” in international law. While the concept
is omnipresent in both positive international law and international
legal scholarship, reflection on theories and research methods is only
marginally developed. More theoretically oriented work on security in
international law can mainly be found within specific “schools” that
identify themselves as different from mainstream international legal
scholarship, such as neo-Kelsenian approaches, critical legal studies,
or third world approaches to international law.1

In what may loosely be called “mainstream” international law schol-
arship, however, “security” is approached without much reflection on
theory or method. Most books and articles on security in international
law published in the past few decades focus almost exclusively on
interpreting and applying existing law, sketching developments in

1 For an example of a neo-Kelsenian approach in the field of security see, inter alia,
Jorg Kammerhofer (2009). One of the core articles of faith in neo-Kelsenian
approaches is the possibility of separating the categories of is and ought. This is
translated into a search for methodological purity, understood as the need to keep
legal analysis strictly separated from both empirical studies of law and moral
considerations of how law ought to be. The classical works in critical legal studies
in international law are by David Kennedy (1987) and Martti Koskenniemi
(2005). As will be set out in more detail, both works showed the instability or
“ungroundedness” of the methods used in mainstream international law and
thereby the openness of international law to politics. Third world approaches in
international law have built on the insights of critical theory, showing how
foundational categories and accepted methods of international law have
structurally disadvantaged colonized peoples. One of the classical studies in this
respect is Anthony Anghie (2007). A very interesting and readable example is
Fleur Johns (2013).
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international law, or suggesting how existing legal arrangements can be
improved. Questions regarding epistemology, ontology, or the methods
through which arguments obtain validity are largely left unconsidered.

Take, for example, the recent debates on the use of armed drones by
the United States. Their use has been the topic of several reports of
expert committees and special rapporteurs and given rise to a great
number of articles and blog posts by legal scholars.2 So far, arguments
about drone warfare and international law have predominantly
revolved around the (in)compatibility of the use of armed drones with
existing provisions of international law, combined with calls for more
transparency to make such assessments possible. Leading questions are
framed in terms of preexisting legal categories such as state consent,
self-defense, armed conflict, legitimate military targets, and human
rights protections. Practically no explicit consideration is given to
questions regarding method or theory, apart from the invocation of
the sources of international law. The international legal debate on
armed drones is illustrative of the kind of knowledge questions that
dominate the field of international law in general. In the vast majority
of cases, the purposes of international legal research are to make sense
of the world in terms of existing legal categories, to interpret and apply
legal norms, and to suggest improvements or make policy recommen-
dations.3 Despite the existence of more reflexive approaches at the
edges of the discipline, international law remains most of all an argu-
mentative practice in which persuasion is more important than
recourse to explicitly spelled-out theories and research methodologies.

And yet, method and theory do fulfill a crucial function in the
practices of international law, both academically and in different legal

2 The list of publications on the topic is long and I will make no attempt at
providing an exhaustive overview. By way of examples see: Melina Sterio (2012);
Mary Ellen O’Connell (2013), Report of the Special Rapporteur on the
Promotion and Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms while
Countering Terrorism (2013); Dutch Advisory Committee on Issues of Public
International Law (2013). A notable exception to the atheoretical approach to
drones is the excellent book by Fleur Johns on “nonlegality” (2013).

3 In terms of Habermas’s sociology of knowledge, one could say that the interest of
knowledge (Erkenntisinteresse) revolves around problem solving and
systematizing, an interest that is closest to what Habermas has identified as the
historical-hermeneutic approach. However, where Habermas links hermeneutical
sciences to communicative action, my reading of legal discourse would be a
combination of strategic and communicative action. See also the second section
for a more elaborate account of the legal method; Jürgen Habermas (1968).
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professions. It would be quite a mistake to infer from the lack of
explicit reflections that mainstream international legal discourse pro-
ceeds without theory or method. Debates on international law take
place on the basis of rather well-developed assumptions how legal
arguments can be produced. These assumptions structure international
law as a disciplinary practice that allows certain forms of argumenta-
tion and excludes others. While the basic assumptions underlying
the practice of international law evolve over time,4 they do possess
stickiness and provide for relative stability. What is more, the basic
assumptions and generative rules are shared across academic and
professional practices. By and large, mainstream academic arguments
are produced with the same methodological toolbox that is available
to, say, a legal counsel for the International Court of Justice. This
makes academic legal research a somewhat peculiar practice: The same
legal sources that supposedly define what counts as international law
are used as methods to research international law.

In this chapter I will make an attempt to reconstruct the methods
used in what may loosely be called “mainstream” international legal
writings on security. Of course, I can only sketch a partial picture, as
my focus on the dominant approaches to security includes an exclusion
of more historical and critical approaches that deliberately distance
themselves from mainstream writings on security. To compensate for
this bias, I will make use of some of the critical tools developed in
critical writings to reconstruct mainstream international law under-
standings of “security” and revisit some of the alternative approaches
briefly at the end of my chapter.

The chapter will proceed as follows. The first section sketches a more
elaborate picture of the methods and disciplinary self-understanding in
international law that structure the majority of publications on inter-
national law and security. I will illustrate my reconstruction by means
of the recently published Tallin Manual on Cyberwarfare, written
by an international group of experts on conflict and security law.

4 In this context it is illustrative to contrast the writings of Grotius, often labeled as
one of the founding fathers of modern international law, with the writings in the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Grotius construed his arguments on the basis
of a rather loose set of criteria, mixing natural law, historical precedent, theology,
and the practice of states. In post-1945 international legal scholarship, it would
be difficult to be taken seriously if one invoked ancient Israeli practice or
precedents from Greece and Rome to underpin an argument on international law.
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The second section then moves from the more general discussion on
methods in international law to the specific problems that need to be
tackled when international legal methods are applied in the field
of security. More in particular, I will focus on a tension that has
structured many writings on the topic of international law and secur-
ity, the tension between a logic of legalism and a logic of securitization.
I will illustrate this point by means of an analysis of some key publica-
tions on the program of targeted sanctions as adopted by the Security
Council.

Deep structures of international legal argumentation

Before I move to the topic of research in conflict and security law
specifically, it is necessary to delve into the methods, assumptions,
and paradoxes that structure research in international law generally.
For those in other disciplines, this may appear to be a detour – why not
start out by analyzing the central topic of this volume, the methods and
approaches used in the specific field of security? As I will set out,
however, what seems to be a detour is actually a necessary exercise
simply because there are no specific legal methods for researching
issues of security. What are available are the more general foundations
that structure (mainstream) research across international law. This
section will therefore start out with an attempt to articulate some of
the boundaries that structure mainstream international legal research,
albeit illustrated by means of examples drawn from the field of security
law. In the third section I will then return to research in conflict
and security law more specifically and explicate some of the driving
rationalities in this field.

Between state consent and sources of law

For outsiders, international law may appear to be a field that is difficult
to penetrate and understand. International legal arguments often appear
as formal, technical points made by people who have learned how
to produce arguments according to a specific deeper-lying generative
structure. Political issues such as the 2001 intervention in Afghanistan
are translated by lawyers in technical terms such as modes of liability,
the Nicaragua versus the Tadic test, due diligence, self-defense, and
definitions of combatants and civilians. Moreover, they are read through
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a particular historical lens, which selects and reorders past events
as legally relevant and defines other events as legally insignificant.
International legal argumentation, in other words, often comes across
as a language game that can only be played by those who master its
specific rules, vocabulary, and argumentative strategies. At the same
time, international legal arguments often look highly political, indeter-
minate, or reversible. If it comes to contentious issues such as the war
against Iraq, targeted killing, or self-defense against cyber attacks, one
can easily find international lawyers producing opposing arguments on
the basis of the same legal provisions and the same historical precedents.

As critical scholarship has pointed out, the combination of formality
and indeterminacy to a considerable extent follows from the structure
of modern international law.5 Modern international law rests on the
assumption that legal rules are to a significant degree rooted in the will
and behavior of states. Although today one would be hard-pressed to
find international lawyers who deny the importance of nonstate actors
or the existence of some minimum core of pregiven norms altogether,
there is still a widely shared assumption that international law is
ultimately rooted in the consent and practice of states. Higgens, for
example, states that “we have in international law a system in which
norms emerge either through express consent or because there is no
opposition . . . to obligations being imposed in the absence of such
specific consent” (Higgins 1994, 16). In similar fashion, Sweetser
regards consent “as constitutive of the international legal order; treat-
ies and even customary international law are based on norms of state
consent, whether explicit or tacit” (Sweester 2009, 10). Even when
authors readily admit the limits of the consensual paradigm, they often
fall back on consent as the sine qua non for the existence of inter-
national law. Shaw, for example, while admitting the existence of
some legal obligations that do not rest on state consent, still contends,

5 The link between indeterminacy and the deep structure of international law was
made in the 1980s by David Kennedy (1987) and Martti Koskenniemi (2005,
originally published in 1989). Lack of determinacy in law also follows from
factors such as the inherent dynamic nature of meaning, which makes it
impossible to predict possible future uses of words. The problem of the lack of
determinacy of (legal) language is a classical topic in legal theory and has been
discussed by, inter alia, Herbert Hart (1961). The point made by critical legal
studies, however, goes beyond the ever-recurring issue of the dynamic and
underdetermined nature of language, as it deals with tensions within the
foundational assumptions underlying modern international law.
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“In a broad sense, states accept or consent to the general system of
international law, for in reality without that no such system could
possibly operate” (Shaw 2003, 10). In similar terms, Weil argues,
“Absent voluntarisrn, international law would no longer be perform-
ing its functions” (Weil 1983, 420). The constitutive value or func-
tional necessity of consent is reaffirmed in several general introductions
to international law.6

However, as many scholars have pointed out, the will or behavior of
states cannot as such be the basis of a system of law. For one this
would imply that norms could be based on facts (acts of will) alone-a
logical fallacy.7 Second, if norms flow from the will of states alone,
their validity and meaning would completely depend on what a state
wants at a particular time; the moment a state changed its will, a new
norm or a new interpretation would arise. This of course would make
the creation of a (stable) legal order, which stabilizes expectations
among its subjects, impossible. The will and behavior of states, there-
fore, are translated into – and supplemented by – a set of sources of
law, that provide anchor points for legal argumentation. By now there
is consensus that these sources at least comprise treaty law, customary
law, general principles of law, and – subsidiary sources – judicial
decisions and the teachings of the “most highly qualified publicists of
the various nations.”8 Another aspect of the deep structure of inter-
national legal argumentation is the canon of interpretation, as codified
in the Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties. Articles 31 and 32 of
the convention set out how treaty provisions are to be interpreted,

6 For an overview see Andrew Guzman (2012). O. A. Elias and C. L. Lim (1998,
xi), while acknowledging the paradoxical nature of state consent, still hold on
to consensualism: “seeking to impose some conception of the law as being
distinct from the actual claims of states fails for a number of reasons . . .
[because] there is no better evidence of international law doctrine than that
which is expressed by States as a reflection of their legal expectations.”

7 In analytical positivism this point was made by Herbert Hart (1961, 225): “For,
in order that words, spoken or written, should in certain circumstances function
as a promise, agreement, or treaty, and so give rise to obligations and confer
rights which others may claim, rules must already exist providing that a state is
bound to do whatever it undertakes by appropriate words to do.” See also Hans
Kelsen (1960) and for a historical contextualization Christian Reus-Smit (2003).

8 These five sources are enumerated in article 38 of the Statute of the International
Court of Justice. Note, however, that the list in the ICJ Statute was never meant to
be exhaustive. Currently, there are ongoing debates about the importance of
other possible sources, such as resolutions and decisions by international
organizations, soft law, and the rules produced by private actors.
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emphasizing the importance of factors such as the intention of the
parties, agreements relating to the treaty concerned, the object and
purpose of a treaty as a whole, and the subsequent practice of applica-
tion of the treaty.

At its core, international law is thus grounded on an uneasy com-
bination of, on the one hand, state consent and, on the other, the
existence of sources and canons of interpretation. Legal norms
derived from the established sources of international law obtain inde-
pendent validity, need to be interpreted by others, and can also be held
against the state that has consented to them, even if that state has
changed its mind since the creation of the norms in question. For
international law to be possible at all, processes of norm finding cannot
therefore be made wholly dependent on the whims of states. It should,
in principle, be possible that someone else successfully claims that she
knows better what a state has consented to than that state itself. In
other words, state consent can only function as basis for international
obligation if “the movement is from consent into something more, or
other than that” (Koskennimi 2005, 309).9

Many debates in international law are thus structured by the tension
between consensualism and nonconsensualism; between the idea that
law should be grounded in the will, interest, and behavior of states and
the idea that the validity of norms derives from preexisting sources and
can be held against the states that have created them through their own
free will. In the field of security, this tension plays out at several levels.
Take, for example, the recently published Tallinn Manual on the
International Law Applicable to Cyber Warfare (hereafter: the Tallinn
Manual).10 The manual was written by an international group of
experts in (inter alia) conflict and security law and chaired by probably
the most influential author on issues of international law and cyber-
war, Michael Schmitt. The core question of the commission was to
determine how existing international law applies to the relatively new
issue of cyberwar.

The Tallinn Manual takes great pains to argue that it remains within
the international rules as created by states. This attitude is not

9 See also Lim and Elias (1998, 241): “The logic of consensually-derived law
entails the ‘objectivation’ of the law and its consequent detachment from the
subsequent claims of a State as to what it had ‘actually’ or ‘in fact’ willed.”

10 The Tallinn Manual has recently been published by Cambridge University
Press (2013).
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surprising in a manual produced by a group of experts assembled by
invitation of a NATO Centre of Excellence. However, the emphasis on
the need to base international law on the will, interests, and behavior
of states is shared more broadly in conflict and security law. It is also a
basic assumption in one of the classical textbooks in conflict and
security law and fits in earlier academic writings of the Tallinn group
chair, confirming his belief that international law is ultimately made,
applied, and enforced by states.11 This statement is echoed in the
Tallinn Manual's repeated assurances that experts by no means create
new rules of international law, but only state and clarify what states
have already agreed. At the same time, however, the Tallinn Manual
seeks to develop normative guidelines on the basis of rules that were
created long before states could even imagine the possibility of
cyberspace, let alone cyberwar. The manual establishes the meaning
of provisions from, inter alia, the UN Charter or the Geneva Conven-
tions even though it is impossible to trace this meaning back to what
states had originally willed when they signed and ratified these treaties.
When it comes to the existence and application of rules of customary
law, the Tallinn Manual even explicitly claims that it is the superior
expertise of its members that legitimizes the conclusions of the report:
“Ultimately, the professional knowledge, experience, and expertise of
the Experts form the basis for the Tallinn Manual's conclusions as to
the customary status of a Rule or its extension into non-international
armed conflict” (Tallinn Manua 20, 21). The manual thus moves
around state consent, independent sources, and the authority of the
interpreter in ways that are illustrative of much scholarship in
international law.

International law as a vocation

International law as an academic discipline is not only structured
around some basic assumptions how international legal arguments
can be produced; it also contains some core assumptions setting out
why scholars should produce legal arguments and thus what type of
questions are regarded as relevant within legal discourse. Although
these assumptions are difficult to pin down and subject to contestation,
it is still possible to identify particular types of research questions that

11 For an example see Michael Schmitt (2010, 7).
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are generally regarded as more relevant to the discipline than others.
For example, when at a mainstream international law conference a
scholar presents a paper deconstructing a particular legal regime,
almost invariably someone will comment: “So what is the alternative?”
“What is left of the rule of law if we only deconstruct law?” or “Don’t
we all know that law is underdetermined; the question is how lawyers
can productively deal with that.” The underlying assumption of such
comments is that international lawyers are bound to have a commit-
ment to international law, not merely as an object of study, but as a
body of rules that is in need of further explication and development.
This is also visible in the officially declared aims of the European and
American Societies of International Law, “to contribute to the rule of
law in international relations and to promote the study of public
international law” (ESIL Web site) and “foster the study of inter-
national law and to promote the establishment and maintenance of
international relations on the basis of law and justice” (ASIL Web site).
Similar aims can be found at the Australian and New Zealand Society,
aiming to develop and promote the discipline of international law,12

and the Asian Society of International Law, seeking to promote inter-
national law (supplemented by the aim of encouraging specific Asian
perspectives on international law). While the African Society focuses
even more explicitly on regional perspectives (fostering the dissemin-
ation of African perspectives on international law), it does remain
committed to the “development of international law,” albeit with a
recognition of “the special needs of Africa” (Web site African Society).

Admittedly, this is all anecdotal evidence that is unable to capture
international legal research in its diversity. Yet, it remains important
to notice that four of the continental societies officially commit them-
selves to the promotion and development of international law and
one (Australia/New Zealand) to the promotion of the discipline of
international law. Once again, this shows that being an academic
lawyer is widely regarded as implying a belief in the beneficial effects
of the international rule of law. Researching international law is often
regarded as both an academic enterprise and an act of faith; a combin-
ation of impersonal analysis of the rules of international law and a

12 It is interesting to note that unlike the other societies, the Australian and
New Zealand Society speaks of the discipline of international law and not
international law as such (Website ANZIL)
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personal, normative vocation to improve and develop the international
legal system. As Paulus has characterized it, international lawyers have
a responsibility to use the paradoxes of their discipline to build an
international legal community further: “In their permanent search for
the space between consent and justice, sovereignty and community,
apology and utopia, international lawyers should both use the poten-
tiality and accept the limits of their task. Only then they may become
able to fulfil their share of responsibility in building a way for what we
have got used to call, maybe prematurely, an international commu-
nity” (Paulus 2001, 755).

Another illustration of international law’s oscillation between
analysis and prescription is the by now classical study of Schwar-
zenberger (Schwarzenberger 1965). Although Schwarzenberger’s
book is some fifty-plus years old and subjected to much criticism,
his combination of objectivism and subjectivism, distance and
commitment, description and prescription still captures much of
what goes on in contemporary international legal research. Schwar-
zenberger starts out from the list of sources as enumerated in article
38 of the Statute of International Law (discussed in the previous
section). Through recourse to sources, he seeks to ensure inter-
national law's objectivity and by separation of personal normative
preferences from the requirements of law (Schwarzenberger 1965).
For Schwarzenberger, explicating the law as it is on the basis of
existing sources is the main task of international lawyers. However,
the alleged objectivity of international law as derived from its
sources is immediately coupled to a mission of international lawyers
that cannot be grounded on any of the sources of international law.
According to Schwarzenberger, international lawyers are bound
by a normative agenda of (a) systematizing the legal system,
(b) determining the social functions served by the legal system, and
(c) criticizing existing law and making proposals for better legal
arrangements in the future (Schwarzenberger 1965).

International lawyers, in other words, are supposed to believe in the
existence of law as a system, to be able to identify social purposes
behind that system, to believe that the world can and should be
improved through better legal rules, and to be able to prescribe how
these rules should look. It goes without saying that methodological
tools available to international lawyers hardly equip them for all these
difficult tasks. Recourse to legal sources and existing canons of
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interpretation helps to produce legal arguments and may contribute to
a systemization of law but does not tell you why it would be important
to believe in the coherence or system of law. Nor does it provide much
assistance when it comes to political functions such as identifying
social purposes or making suggestions for the improvement of law.
And yet, combining analyses of law as it is with setting out how law
ought to be systemized and developed is what many international
lawyers constantly do and expect others to do. While not many inter-
national lawyers today would subscribe to Schwarzenberger’s limited
reading of the sources of international law, the idea that it is possible to
separate legal from nonlegal argument through the use of predefined
sources is still quite dominant. It allows international lawyers to make
claims about the law as it is, based on existing legal materials and
accepted methods of interpretation. At the same time, international
lawyers engage in normative debates about the proper ways to organ-
ize legal materials, about the prioritization of basic values within the
legal system, and about the social functions of law. In addition, obser-
vations about the law as it is are often accompanied by suggestions
how law is to be improved or how states ought to behave, suggestions
that generally are not derived from academic research, but from the
expertise, intuitions, and normative preferences of the researcher in
question.

An apt illustration of the preceding points is provided by one of
the earliest responses o the 9/11 attacks in international legal schol-
arship. The article, entitled “Terrorism Is Also Disrupting Some
Crucial Categories of International Law,” was written by one of
the most influential international lawyers since the 1980s or so,
Antonio Cassese (Cassese 2001).13 The article contains the combin-
ation of assessment of existing law, systematization of law, identifi-
cation of social purposes, and normative prescription that can be
found in much scholarship in the field. The self-proclaimed aim of
Cassese's article is to define terrorism under international criminal
law and to delineate the scope of forcible action available to the

13 Published in European Journal of International Law (2001), 12 (5), 993–1001.
Antonio Cassese (1937–2011) not only held prestigious chairs in international
law, but also fulfilled many professional functions, including presidencies of the
International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia and the Special
Tribunal for Lebanon. For his full cv see: www.antoniocassese.com/english/
curriculum.html (accessed July 22, 2013).
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United States under international law generally. It soon turns out
that these tasks require a going back and forth between existing
legal sources and new practices that emerged so quickly after 9/11.
Under international law as it stood at the time, terrorism was not
considered as an international crime, as Cassese argues on the basis
of available legal sources. In the same fashion, Cassese interprets
past state behavior and opinion iuris as speaking out against a right
to self-defense against attacks by nonstate actors. Yet, directly after
9/11 the attack was labeled a crime against humanity and states
seemed to accept the right of self-defense of the United States,
despite the fact that the attack was carried out by a nonstate actor.
Existing law was thus called into question by the responses to the
9/11 attacks, creating uncertainty as to the legal qualification of
both the attack and the response by the United States and its allies.
However, the article does not stop short of identifying the possible
challenges to existing law. It makes a deliberate attempt to locate the
possible legal qualifications of terrorism and counterterrorism in the
broader system of international law, for example, by explaining how
crimes against humanity relate to jurisdictional issues of the Inter-
national Criminal Court or how the right of self-defense is situated
in the structure of the UN Charter as a whole. What is more, the
article takes great pains to identify the basic principles “constituting
the foundation of the international community” (Cassese 2001, 998)
and sets out what it perceives to be the sociopolitical function
of international law today: preserving international peace and secur-
ity.14 Finally, the article contains several normative evaluations
and prescriptions that do not follow from the sources of inter-
national law. A possible broadening of the scope of self-defense,
for example, is termed “unsettling,” “conspicuous,” and a potential
“Pandora’s box” (Cassese 2001, 997, 998); a case is made for
prosecution of terrorist suspects before the International Criminal
Court instead of a national court (although legally speaking domes-
tic US courts would have jurisdiction, of course); and the United
States is called to struggle for social justice instead of solely focusing
on repressive methods.

14 According to Cassese, preserving international peace and security is “the
supreme goal of the UN (and indeed of the whole international community)”
(Cassese 2001, 1000).
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Legalism and securitization

The meanings of security in international law

The assumptions, methods, and knowledge interests of international
law scholarship in general also structure the production of arguments
in the field of international conflict and security law. As the illustra-
tions in the previous section have indicated, international conflict and
security law is argued on the basis of more general presumptions about
the nature and sources of international law, the accepted canons of
interpretation, and ideas about what counts as responsible legal schol-
arship. So far, however, I have not said much about the specific
characteristics of the study of security in international law. What is
typical about the study of security by contrast to, say, the study of
human dignity or maritime delimitation law? Is it best to regard
“security” as a separate functional field or as a problem that cuts
across different functional fields? I will turn to these issues now.

A first methodological problem that arises in this context is the
proliferation of the concept of “security” across international law
and international legal scholarship. The term “security” has been used
in many different ways, varying from the name of a whole body of law
(conflict and security law) to a label to capture the nature of insti-
tutions (as in collective security), a shorthand for general ideas (as in
human security), a ground to take exceptional measures (as in national
security and collective security), a label for specific fields that are in
need of protection (e.g., energy security or environmental security),
and so forth. If it is true that “the meaning of a word is its use in the
language” (Wittgenstein 1953, 43),15 then the meaning of “security” is
scattered around international law in different usages and different
practices. And indeed, it would be quite unproductive to enter the field
of international law with a pregiven, clear-cut definition of what
security “really” means. As a matter of fact, security “really” means
different things in different contexts across international law.

Having said that, it is still possible to identify some typical contexts
in which the concept of security is employed in international legal

15 Note that Wittgenstein is more cautious than the phrase “meaning is use”
suggests. Wittgenstein held that “for a large class of cases – though not for all –
in which we employ the word ‘meaning’ it can be defined thus: the meaning of a
word is its use in the language.”
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reasoning. In the first place, “security” is generally used to refer to the
(perceived) need to protect and maintain a valued object. The term
“security” is then coupled to different adjectives, as in “national
security,” “collective security,” and “human security” – adjectives that
inform the audience which object is apparently in need of protection.
Secondy, and for the purposes of this chapter more interesting, the
concept of security is invoked across international law to justify meas-
ures that deviate from rules that would otherwise apply. In human
rights law, for example, states can deviate from several obligations to
respect the freedom of individuals if this is necessary for their national
security.16 In addition, they are allowed to deviate from substantive
parts of human rights conventions in cases of declared states of
emergency, which are necessary because something “threatens the life
of the nation” (art. 4 ICCPR). National security exceptions allowing
for deviations from specific provisions in treaties can also be found in
other fields of international law including trade law,17 investment
law,18 and environmental law. The exceptional nature of “security”
is embodied in the form of the highest political organ of the United
Nations, the Security Council. Under the UN Charter, the Security
Council is empowered to set aside rules of international law if it deems
it so necessary in order to stop acts of aggression or to maintain or
restore international peace and security (articles 25, 42, 103 of the UN
Charter). States are held to accept and carry out decisions by the
Security Council, and decisions by the council take precedence over
conflicting obligations states may have. Where in times of normalcy
states are held to respect their international legal obligations, the
picture changes dramatically when the Security Council adopts reso-
lutions under chapter VII. In the name of collective security states are
now required to set aside their normal legal obligations if these would
hinder the effectuation of decisions by the council.

16 To mention just a few examples of such deviations provided for in international
human rights treaties: Articles 12, 19, 22 of the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights allow for national security exceptions; the same applies to
articles 8, 10, and 11of the European Convention on Human Rights; articles 13,
15, 16 of the American Convention on Human Rights; articles 11 and 12 of the
African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights.

17 For a discussion see inter alia Dominik Eisenhut (2010), Roger Alford (2011).
18 Essential Security Interests under International Investment Law, report

published by the OECD (2007), available at www.oecd.org/daf/inv/investment-
policy/40243411.pdf
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In many cases, the concept of “security” in international law thus
works as a trump card that allows competent actors to deviate from
rules that would otherwise apply. This is not to say that the logic of
exception precludes the involvement of experts and bureaucrats, nor
the development of routines.19 It does indicate, however, that issues
have been moved out of legal regimes that would apply in situations
not labeled as falling under the rubric of “security.” In the following
section, I will delve deeper in this understanding of security, with a
specific focus on the role of the Security Council in international law.

Opposite rationalities in law

The idea of “security” as a trump card that enables agents to deviate
from rules that would otherwise apply closely approaches the under-
standing of security as developed in the so-called Copenhagen
school. As the approach of the Copenhagen school will be discussed
extensively in a separate chapter of this volume,20 I will limit myself to
a brief sketch of those aspects that are most relevant for the analysis of
international law. As may be recalled, the concern of the Copenhagen
school is not what security essentially is, but rather what a successful
invocation of security does: what is brought about when an agent
manages to convince an audience that measures need to be taken
because a valued object is existentially threatened. The main focus of
analysis thus moves toward the process through which objects are
presented as matters of security as well as to the consequences of the
successful performance of such speech acts. The consequences of a
successful “securitization” of an object are then described in terms of
normalcy and exception. Successful securitization moves allow agents
to go beyond or break rules that apply in times of normalcy.

Following the Copenhagen school, any object can thus become securi-
tized, depending on how intensely a political community feels about it.21

19 For an analysis along these lines see also Philippe Bourbeau (2014) “Moving
Forward Together: Logics of the Securitisation Process, Millennium: Journal of
International Studies, 43(1): 187–206.

20 See Chapter 6.
21 In this sense there is a resemblance between the Copenhagen conception of

security and the conception of the political in the writings of Hans Morgenthau
and Carl Schmitt (who revised his concept of the political after reading
Morgenthau's critique on his earlier work). Morgenthau critiqued the idea that
the political could be set apart as a separate sphere. Instead, he argued, the
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This may indeed lead to breaking rules that would normally apply.
However, in (international) law, it is quite often not necessary to break
rules in the name of security, because the legal system itself contains
metarules that determine how existing rules can be set aside or sus-
pended. Examples are the previously mentioned clauses in international
treaties that allow for suspension of rules when national security is at
stake or the power of the Security Council to set aside almost all rules that
would normally apply if this were deemed necessary to protect inter-
national security. The example of the Security Council is especially
interesting, because the UN Charter does not contain any substantive
criteria on what counts as a threat to international peace and security.22

The determination of such a threat and what needs to be done about it is
left to the Security Council itself. In line with the securitization approach,
the Security Council can thus label practically any issue as a security issue
and takemeasures that go beyond rules that normally apply. However, in
doing so the SecurityCouncil does not break existing rules, but rather sets
aside the application of other rules of international law insofar as they
conflict with the measures taken by the council.

The logic of securitization is thus not foreign to international law,
but part and parcel of one of its core documents, the United Nations
Charter. However, the logic of securitization sits uneasily with what
Judith Shklar has called the “ethos of legalism,” an ethos that is
still predominant among (international) lawyers today. Legalism, in
Skhlar's account, is an attitude made up of four interrelated elem-
ents:23 (a) It views social relationships in terms of rights and duties
as determined by more general rules; (b) is treats law as something
“out there,” as a body of preexisting rules; (c) it believes in the
possibility to separate law from nonlaw (morality, politics, esthetics,
etc.); and (d) it fears and fights arbitrariness. To underscore the latter
point, Shklar affirmatively quoted De Tocqueville's observation that

political should be regarded as an “intensity relation” that could cover any
conceivable topic. Hans J. Morgenthau (1929). See also the discussion on the
political in the works of Morgenthau and Schmitt in: Martti Koskenniemi
(2004).

22 There have been attempts to suggest a (nonexhaustive) list of criteria to define an
act of aggression. In 1974 the General Assembly adopted Resolution 3314
(XXIX) on the Definition of Aggression, which was meant to guide the Security
Council when it has to determine whether an act counts as an act of aggression.

23 I have reconstructed these four elements on the basis of Shklar’s account of
legalism in (Shklar 1986, 1–28).
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lawyers, “if they prize freedom much, they generally value legality
still more: they are less afraid of tyranny than of arbitrary power.”24

All four elements are still predominant in contemporary international
law and legal scholarship (as could alre ady be inferred from the analysis
in the second section of this chapter). By training, lawyers tend to con-
ceptualize social relations in terms of rights and duties as determined by a
preexisting legal order that can be set apart from rules of morality
or political expediency. In addition, international law tends to define
itself in opposition to international politics, where law is portrayed
as the domain of the orderly and politics as the domain of power struggles
and the arbitrary. Take, for example, theway inwhich one of the classical
textbooks on international law sketches the differences between inter-
national law and international politics. After it has acknowledged
that international law and international politics are intertwined, the
textbook continues: “Power politics stresses competition, conflict and
supremacy and adopts as its core the struggle for survival and influence.
International law aims for harmony and the regulation of disputes.
It attempts to create a framework, no matter how rudimentary, which
can act as a kind of shock-absorber clarifying and moderating claims
and endeavouring to balance interests. In addition, it sets out a series of
principles declaring how states should behave” (Shaw 2003, 12).

Given the dominance of the ethos of legalism in international law, it is
not surprising that international lawyers often have a quite ambivalent
attitude toward the Security Council. On the one hand, the primacy of
the Security Council and the priority of UN Charter obligations over
competing obligations provide hierarchy and order to the international
legal system.25 On the other hand, the work of the Security Council is
characterized by a logic of securitization that stands in sharp contrast
to the spirit of legalism. The Security Council enjoys exceptional powers
to respond in almost every way it sees fit to perceived threats to inter-
national security. Its responses are political and contextual, often ad
hoc and selective; they take into account prudence and realpolitik; they
are often based on classified information.

Recent debates on targeted sanctions attest to the ambivalence of
international lawyers toward the Security Council. Since the late

24 Shklar (1986, 15).
25 For some, the UN Charter and the exceptional powers of the Security

Council are even indications of a constitutional international order. For the most
radical defense of this position see Bardo Fassbender (2009).
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1990s the UN Security Council has started to list specific individuals
and entities, on the basis of intelligence information that allegedly
links them to terrorist activities. The Security Council puts all
member states under an obligation to take measures against these
individuals, in particular to freeze their assets, to restrict their free-
dom of movement, and to prevent arms trade. The measures adopted
by the Security Council follow a logic of security, rather than one of
criminal law enforcement. There is no formal determination of guilt
by a court of law, according to principles of fair trial. Instead,
individuals are put on the list on the basis of information obtained
from secret services, and the sanctions against them are meant to
preserve international peace and security, not to do justice. Under
the strictures of the UN Charter, states are, at least prima facie,
obliged to carry out the decisions of the Security Council, even if this
would conflict with other international obligations, for example,
stemming from human rights law.

However, for lawyers schooled with the idea that international
relations are subjected to the rule of law, it is hard to swallow that
international law would contain provisions that prioritize a logic of
securitzation over a logic of legalism. This issue is all the more pressing
for those who are professionally bound to uphold standards of human
rights and the rule of law, for instance, in their capacity as judges of
the European Court of Human Rights. Not surprisingly, therefore, the
turn to targeted sanctions has spurred a huge debate on the possible
limits on the Security Council and the importance of including human
rights in matters of international security. Both scholars and courts
have made several attempts to subject the Security Council to preexist-
ing, independent legal standards. Let me briefly discuss a few of these
attempts. The point of this brief discussion is neither to be exhaustive
nor to assess the quality of the arguments involved; neither is the
point to determine the effects of the interpretations on world politics.
The point is merely to illustrate some of the ways in which inter-
national lawyers have sought to contain the logic of securitization
through recourse to preexisting legal sources and accepted canons of
interpretation.26

26 For an extensive discussion of the different arguments put forward in debates on
the legality and judicial review of Security Council resolutions see Stephan
Hollenberg (2013). The examples discussed later are taken from this book,
although my discussion differs in several respects from that by Hollenberg.
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First, it has been argued that the Security Council cannot transgress
so-called peremptory norms of international law (also called ius
cogens).27 Peremptory norms consist of a small group of core norms
of the international order that are considered to be so important that
all conflicting norms are rendered null and void. There is much contro-
versy and uncertainty as to the emergence and scope of peremptory
norms. For some these norms have an a priori character, not unlike
norms of natural law; for others they originate in the will of the
international community; for a third group peremptory norms eventu-
ally flow from the consent of sovereign states.28 Yet, the existence
of peremptory norms as such has been accepted by many scholars
and courts – and there seems to be consensus around at least a small
group of norms such as the prohibitions on genocide, slavery, torture,
and aggression. If one accepts the existence of a group of superior core
norms, this has direct consequences for the scope of the powers of
the Security Council. The council would then be bound by a set
of higher norms, and decisions that conflict with norms of ius cogens
would be without legal effect. In practice, European courts have indeed
found that the Security Council cannot transgress the boundaries
of ius cogens.29 Through recourse to ius cogens norms it is thus
possible to identify some minimum limitations on the powers of the
Security Council. In practice, however, it is quite unlikely that
the Security Council would adopt decisions that contradict norms such
as the prohibition of aggression, slavery, or torture. As the European
Court confirmed, decisions that bypass the right to fair trial may be
problematic from a human rights perspective; yet they do not consti-
tute a violation of peremptory norms. Invoking ius cogens thus
remains a principled, but also rather limited way to set limits to the
powers of the council.

Second, and much more radically, it has been argued that the
UN Charter itself puts the Security Council under an obligation to
“discharge its duties in accordance with the Purposes and Principles

27 See, for example, Erika de Wet (2004).
28 For a discussion of the indeterminate foundations of ius cogens see Koskenniemi

(2005).
29 Case T-315/01 Yassin Abdullah Kadi v Council of the European Union and

Commission of the European Communities [2005] ECR II-3649; Youssef
Mustapha Nada v Staatssekretariat für Wirtschaft [2007] 1 A.45/2007.
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of the United Nations” (as article 24 of the UN Charter states).30

The principles and purposes of the UN, the argument continues,
include human rights obligations as they have been further developed
in global and regional human rights treaties. Since article 25 places
states under an obligation to carry out decisions by the Security Coun-
cil in accordance with the UN Charter, states would not be bound to
carry out obligations that violate the provisions of those treaties. This
argument fundamentally challenges the special position of the Security
Council and the primacy of the logic of securtization as set out in
chapter VII of the UN Charter. According to advocates of this position,
the Security Council is no longer privileged to set aside rules that apply
in times of normalcy; it would be turned into a body that can only
bind states insofar as it respects their human rights obligations under
international law.

The third argument I would like to discuss is put forward by the
European Court of Human Rights in its function of guardian of
the Convention on Human Rights. In the cases of Al Jedda and Nada,
the European Court formulated the so-called presumption of compli-
ance. According to this presumption, the Court is to work under
the assumption that the Security Council does not intend to impose
obligations upon states that are in violation of the fundamental prin-
ciples of human rights. If the Security Council seeks to bypass existing
human rights provisions, it should frankly acknowledge so and indi-
cate this to the member states. The presumption of compliance thus
raises the political stakes of bypassing human rights and requires the
Security Council to identify itself as the body that privileges security
considerations over the rights of individual citizens.

As said, the three positions discussed previously are by no means
exhaustive. Several other arguments have been put forward in the
debate on the legal limits and judicial review of Security Council
resolutions. However, the three positions do indicate some of the
typical ways in which lawyers and courts tend to counter a logic of
securitization through a logic of legalism; insisting on ius cogens,
putting states in a position where they have to review Security Council
decisions for their compatibility with human rights, and introducing a
presumption of compliance are all ways to structure social relations in
accordance with pregiven rules, in terms of rights and duties and with

30 For this argument see, inter alia, Andre Nollkaemper (2002).
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legal limits to curtail the arbitrariness of political decision making.
Whether such attempts are successful remains to be seen. They may
very well push the Security Council to show more respect for legal
limits and preexisting rights. However, they may also induce actors to
bypass existing rules; to forgo legal obligations in the name of what
they believe is an urgent issue of security. For those whose professional
ethos is one of legalism, such speculations on conceivable effects may
not be decisive; for them what counts is their fidelity to the inter-
national legal system.

The importance of the internal dimension

One of the main purposes of this edited volume is to spur interdiscip-
linary dialogue on the use of methods in security studies. This raises the
question of what law has to offer to other disciplines in this respect. At
first sight, this question seems problematic since it is very difficult for
other disciplines to adopt what counts as a method in (international)
law. As I have set out, international law is characterized by a relative
lack of interest in reflection on method and theory, combined with a
broad agreement that international legal arguments should be based on
the sources of international law and the accepted canons of interpret-
ation. None of these methodological tools have any place in other
disciplines studying security. Moreover, international law is very much
geared toward the production of normative statements within the
system of law, an orientation that sets it apart from both empirical
sciences and moral and political theory.

It will not be surprising, therefore, that much interdisciplinary schol-
arship involving international law has in effect been a hegemonic
enterprise that defines away the internal, normative dimension of
law.31 This is done through a reformulation of the language of law
into the language of, for example, game theory or rational choice.
Normative validity then becomes “rational expectation,” binding force
becomes “chance of sanctions,” the system of law becomes the “stra-
tegic environment,” and so on.32 Often, what passes as “interdiscipli-
narity” is in fact a takeover by political science, economics, or

31 For critiques along these lines see, inter alia, Jan Klabbers (2009); Martti
Koskenniemi (2004).

32 An example of such reformulation can be found in: Jack L. Goldsmith and
Eric A. Posner (2006).
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sociology, to the detriment of the internal perspective on law. Now in
and of itself there is nothing wrong with the application of external
theories to law. It may (or may not) be very helpful to search for
patterns, to lay bare power relations, to determine dominant cultural
patterns etc.

What is problematic, however, is to claim that external perspectives
on law are somehow superior to the way in which lawyers themselves
understand and practice law. What is problematic is the belief that the
turn to “scientific language” counts as emancipation from mystifying
notions such as legal validity or normativity. In effect such approaches
“take law out of international law,” as Michael Byers has character-
ized it (Byers 1997, 201). This leads to sometimes naïve understandings
of issues such as compliance, as if it is possible somehow to freeze the
meaning of a legal provision and then to check objectively whether
states have lived up to their obligations.33 Moreover, it leads to a
flattened idea of what international law does, as if international law
only regulates relations between preexistent agents and has no role in
creating the world we inhabit.34 Finally, the attempt to denounce the
internal and critical dimension of law is problematic from a normative
point of view. It presents international law as primarily a management
tool for those in power, as something that has instrumental value only.
While it cannot be denied that legal provisions have often been used
instrumentally by the powerful, this is not the whole story.35 Inter-
national legal provisions have also frequently been used to critique
those in power, to open up spaces for contestation, and to redirect
politics. This is only possible because international law is an interpret-
ative practice, and not a state of affairs that can be measured and
mobilized in an objective fashion.

This takes me back to the awkward silence mentioned at the begin-
ning of this chapter. Most of all, this silence indicates an anxiety
of international lawyers about the nature of their own field, based
as it is on unstable foundations, and a mixture of normativity and
facticity. And yet, it is only through these unstable foundations that

33 For similar critiques see Jeffrey Dunoff and Mark Pollack (2012).
34 Wouter Werner (2010).
35 It is even possible to maintain that this cannot be the whole story. If law

were simply an instrument for those in power, it would lose its capacity to
generate legitimacy and thus cease to be useful as an instrument for those in
power in the first place.
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international law becomes intelligible as an ongoing argumentative
practice in the first place. Attempts at normative closure or attempts
to define away core notions such as “legal validity” simply miss the
point of the practice of international law. If one wants to understand
the ever-growing role of law in matters of international security, the
way forward is not to purge international law from its internal per-
spective. On the contrary, it is to engage with the way the field of
security is construed through the constant production and contestation
of legal arguments.
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