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Introduction

the debate about security studies has waned. New, or critical, security
studies has firmly established itself and its research agendas, while tra-
ditional, or classical, security studies continues as if little has changed. Commu-
nication between the two sides has dwindled to a trickle. Indeed, one sometimes
gets the impression that colleagues would rather just do their own thing and not
have to answer for it to ‘unsympathetic outsiders’, more or less on the principle
—ala James Bond - of ‘live and let die’, hoping that ignoring the ‘Others’ will in
itself suffice to make ‘Them’ go away to die a silent death. The result is often
that students are exposed to no more than one view — the dominant one at their
institution — a trend enhanced by the tendency in many places to let hiring
follow research convictions. And the views in question are rather different.
During the 1990s, non-traditional security studies has been identified with,
inter alia, a widened security concept, a non-military and non-state perspec-
tive, and an emphasis on identity and cultural factors.' Critiques of the new
trends have appeared off and on, beginning with a 1991 article by Walt.> Much
of the criticism has been responded to at length, if not necessarily conclu-
sively, in particular by Buzan and Waever.’ In addition, some of the issues
have been dealt with by Baldwin® and in a symposium in Cooperation and Con-
flict.” Much of the debate has turned more on philosophical underpinnings
than on substance. | argue in favor of a return to the substance of security
policy and its role in shaping the fundamental relations between societies,
groups, and states. Hence, the present critique is consciously narrow and
selective in terms of the issues pursued.

Q FTER A FEW BRIEF SKIRMISHES at various points during the 1990s,
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My argument flows from a concern to assure some priorities that are crucial
to security studies but characteristically either overlooked or consciously
downplayed by the Copenhagen school, which | choose as representative of
the new security studies.” Those priorities are the following: to keep security
research trained on the study of large-scale conflict and its potential for turn-
ing to violence; to preserve an objective core in the concept of threat;’ and to
focus on the state as a collective actor whose roles in security terms include,
inter alia, the processing of threats. These points will be developed below.

A Digression on the New Theology

Let me begin with a small, but necessary, digression about the theological turn
in the field of International Relations (IR). For almost two decades, our field of
study has been a missionary field, where theological structures have been
erected and true believers recruited. Standpoints and positions have too often
been treated as if they could only be assumed in entire packages, complete
with epistemologies, ontologies, and standard answers to empirical questions
— not in discrete, reasoned treatments of delimited issues. Where belief be-
comes a standard of knowledge, | prefer the stand of an agnostic.

I reject holistic belief structures as unwarranted and unreasonable con-
straints in our efforts to understand international relations. While the most in-
sistent classifiers may pin me down epistemologically as a scientific realist, |
pray not to be classified in any holistic camp. More specifically, | reject IR
classification as a ‘realist’, whether ‘classical’ or otherwise, even though some
of my ideas may happen to correspond to those of Hans Morgenthau or
Raymond Aron. From a strong tradition in social science | learned a long time
ago that our experience is in large part socially constructed, without for that
reason seeing a need to label myself a ‘constructivist’. Indeed, the constructiv-
ist positions advanced by, for instance, Wendt, Adler, and Checkel® seem to
me eminently reasonable but mostly without significant import for the way
we should proceed.

I regard the insights and perspectives of sociology, history, and other social
sciences as essential for the work we are doing in the study of international
relations. To continue to integrate their insights, we need more eclecticism and
less cumulative positioning. The latter habit, evidenced in the schematic la-
beling of colleagues and their works according to presumed theoretical belief
systems,’ originated in the neorealism/liberalism debate and was sustained by
overproductive graduate schools. It is a pedagogical device which may have
some worth at the undergraduate level. However, in the scholarly exchange
about international politics to which we are devoted, | find it presumptuous
and subversive to the advancement of our scholarly profession.
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Position Taken

While an unrepentant agnostic in terms of schools, my view of security is that
we are (or should be!) dealing with the potential dangers and consequences of
recurrent conflict between large organized groups — some of them states -
each represented by individuals acting for their collectivity. These parties in
conflict accept no authority from outside and find that they have no univer-
sally reliable, orderly procedures for resolving their differences. Under such
circumstances, they resort to a wide range of improvised methods to realize
their objectives. Some of those methods involve organized mass violence, oth-
ers are more sophisticated, but all are geared to assuring and asserting the
collectivity’s will in the face of uncertainties seen to have been brought on by
their partners in conflict.”

The project which | currently infuse with that general outlook deals with the
prospects of a form of regional cooperative security:

Cooperative security ... here ... refers to policies of governments or organized groups which

(a) reflect the attitudes of former adversaries — or of parties which consider each other to

be potential adversaries — to the present and future relationship between them, [policies]

which (b) they seek to shift from a more to a less conflictual mode. In other words, coop-

erative security essentially represents the policy, demonstrated in practice, of dealing

peacefully with conflicts, not merely by abstention from violence or threats, but by active
engagement in negotiation and a search for practical solutions, and by a commitment to

preventive measures."

The challenge is to handle the processes of conflict which ensue when political
actors (individuals or groups) who cannot deal with opposition resort to
power plays. There are familiar antecedents to these lines of thought, and in-
debtedness to well-established broader notions such as common security,”” but
my emphasis is more focused, fixed on ways of dealing with conflict. This |
see as fully compatible with a broad concept of security, except that it shifts
the focus from societal sectors or issue areas (of which ‘military’ is one) to the
more specific problem of indeterminate decisionmaking. By that | mean deci-
sionmaking under conditions of conflict and perceived existential danger be-
tween large-scale organized groups. The military sector may or may not be
part of that.”

The Copenhagen School and Its Securitization Concept

The Copenhagen school does not share the perspective from which | work. Its
members consider the ‘military core’ of security studies as something to be
avoided.” They remove themselves from the military sector in such a way that
they also lose touch with the core element of our field, namely large-scale
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conflict, that is, conflict brought to the point of mass violence, subjection, or
submission.

The Copenhagen school has one outstanding distinctive feature as far as |
am concerned: the concept of securitization. Beyond that, the school stands for
rather middle-of-the-road, analytically sound standpoints, mostly traceable to
Barry Buzan. Many of these standpoints are not unique to that school, how-
ever; several of them are specifically Buzan contributions, going back to the
years before there was any recognizable Copenhagen milieu with this kind of
profile.”

Let me stress that, while critiquing the securitization concept, | am not re-
jecting it out of hand. In fact, | appreciated its innovative value when it first
appeared and continue to find it quite useful — within its natural limits — for
the study of the politics of security policymaking. To judge from its frequent
usage, the concept of securitization has in many ways been a great success in
the field. Still, it encapsulates several questionable assumptions.” To get at
these, it is necessary to take a quick look back.

Security studies as the field exists today has developed from a fragmented
past. Back in the days when ‘strategic studies’ was a commonly used term
(1960s to 1980s), peace research and strategic studies were literally at war."" In
between was a motley group of political scientists, of whom some were con-
ceptualizers (e.g. Schelling, Snyder, Morgan), others theory developers
(George, Snyder, Jervis), and many also launched important empirical work. **
This fragmentation has disappeared since the end of the Cold War. The pres-
ently improved relations between these groups are in large part due to the in-
tegrative influence of Barry Buzan’s pathbreaking book People, States and
Fear."” However, peace research has always had a broader agenda than main-
stream security studies. The securitization concept of Ole Weaver paid tribute
to this tradition in peace research by highlighting just that broader agenda.

Obviously, the roots of the new security thinking did not lie exclusively with
the group at the Copenhagen Peace Research Institute (COPRI) who gave it a
strong intellectual voice. It was well established in the social democratic
movements all over the North European region and the British Isles; Bjgrn
Mgller and others had spent active years in the 1980s working on related
ideas, such as non-offensive defense.”

In any case, the new security thinking had its greatest and most popular suc-
cess with the idea of the broad security concept, with ‘non-military threats’ at
the core. This trend clearly reflected the conviction that the end of the Cold
War would usher in a new politics for Europe in which the military would no
longer play first fiddle. Thus, the broad security concept made its political
breakthrough as the Berlin Wall fell.”

Introducing the concept of securitization was in part a move along the path
of the ‘wideners’,” replacing the focus on violence and the business of the
military with a focus on a broader agenda. But its innovative value was to
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shift the attention away from a mere widening of the security concept to a
spotlighting of the way in which issues do or do not end up on the political
agenda. Securitization thus also reflected the insights of political science re-
garding the importance of agenda-setting. According to this line of thinking,
the items on the political agenda of the day - any day — have no intrinsic sig-
nificance; they are there merely because effective political actors want them to
be there. So, the argument goes, it is with security, only security has long suc-
ceeded in being lifted to such privileged heights that it is above and beyond
the agenda. The formula of the people at COPRI, who later became associated
with the Copenhagen school, was therefore to bring security back to the arena
of debate and to put a new, broader notion of security onto the agenda. For
the former achievement, they deserve only praise.

During the Cold War, peace research was struggling to gain the status of so-
cial and intellectual respectability then only accorded strategic studies. The
concept of securitization has helped to change that. A key aspect of the securi-
tization idea is to create awareness of the (allegedly) arbitrary nature of
‘threats’, to stimulate the thought that the foundation of any national security
policy is not given by ‘nature’ but chosen by politicians and decisionmakers
who have an interest in defining it in just that way. That interest (according to
this line of reasoning) is heavily embodied not just in each country’s military
establishment, but also in the power and influence flowing from the military’s
privileged position with respect to the network of decisionmakers and politi-
cians serving that establishment. Hence, ‘securitization’ gave a name to the
process, hitherto vaguely perceived, of raising security issues above politics
and making them something one would never question.

This argument is convincing as far as its description of the military estab-
lishment and decisionmakers goes, but its heyday is gone. It was a Cold War
phenomenon, and things just aren’t so anymore. In the post-Cold War period,
agenda-setting has been much easier to influence than the securitization ap-
proach assumes. That change cannot be credited to the concept; the change in
security politics was already taking place in defense ministries and parlia-
ments before the concept was first launched. Indeed, securitization in my view
is more appropriate to the security politics of the Cold War years than to the
post-Cold War period.

Moreover, | have a problem with the underlying implication that it is unim-
portant whether states ‘really’ face dangers from other states or groups. In the
Copenhagen school, threats are seen as coming mainly from the actors’ own
fears, or from what happens when the fears of individuals turn into paranoid
political action. In my view, this emphasis on the subjective is a misleading
conception of threat, in that it discounts an independent existence for what-
ever is perceived as a threat. Granted, political life is often marked by misper-
ceptions, mistakes, pure imaginations, ghosts, or mirages, but such phenom-
ena do not occur simultaneously to large numbers of politicians, and hardly



360 Security Dialogue vol. 32, no. 3, September 2001

most of the time. During the Cold War, threats — in the sense of plausible
possibilities of danger — referred to ‘real’ phenomena, and they refer to ‘real’
phenomena now. The objects referred to are often not the same, but that is a
different matter. Threats have to be dealt with both in terms of perceptions and in
terms of the phenomena which are perceived to be threatening.

The point of Waver’s concept of security is not the potential existence of
danger somewhere but the use of the word itself by political elites. In his 1997
PhD dissertation, he writes, ‘One can view “security” as that which is in
language theory 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.”* The deliberate
disregard of objective factors is even more explicitly stated in Buzan &
Waever’s joint article of the same year.” As a consequence, the phenomenon of
threat is reduced to a matter of pure domestic politics.”® It seems to me that the
security dilemma, as a central notion in security studies, then loses its founda-
tion. Yet | see that Weever himself has no compunction about referring to the
security dilemma in a recent article.”

This discounting of the objective aspect of threats shifts security studies to
insignificant concerns. What has long made ‘threats’ and ‘threat perceptions’
important phenomena in the study of IR is the implication that urgent action
may be required. Urgency, of course, is where Wever first began his argu-
ment in favor of an alternative security conception, because a convincing sense
of urgency has been the chief culprit behind the abuse of ‘security’ and the
consequent ‘politics of panic’, as Waever aptly calls it.** Now, here — in the case
of urgency — another baby is thrown out with the Waverian bathwater. When
real situations of urgency arise, those situations are challenges to democracy;
they are actually at the core of the problematic arising with the process of
making security policy in parliamentary democracy. But in Weever’s world,
threats are merely more or less persuasive, and the claim of urgency is just an-
other argument. | hold that instead of ‘abolishing’ threatening phenomena
‘out there’ by reconceptualizing them, as Weever does, we should continue
paying attention to them, because situations with a credible claim to urgency
will keep coming back and then we need to know more about how they work
in the interrelations of groups and states (such as civil wars, for instance), not
least to find adequate democratic procedures for dealing with them.

Drawing on the securitization concept, much research now focuses on the
process of defining something as a threat in order to put ‘new’ things on the
political agenda. It should follow from the above that | disagree with the level
of emphasis thus placed on the subjective side. Such an emphasis means that
researchers are asked to distance themselves from the world of politics as it is
and to shift their attention one-sidedly towards the politics of ‘what could be’.
This aspect of Waver’s approach is clearly not accidental; it is intended to be
that way.
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The problem here is that this serves to downgrade the significance of prob-
lems that exist out there — not just in the heads of politicians and decision-
makers but as challenges to their experience and problem-solving efforts. The
implication of the agenda-setting approach is that perceptions and images are
arbitrary, a stance which in itself may be ill-advised because it detracts from
the significance of issues like crisis management in Europe, which ought to
have a fairly high priority. Yet, to be fair, the distance of theory from policy is
not only a product of the Copenhagen school; it is also an effect of the exces-
sive emphasis on epistemology and metatheoretical issues referred to above.

Finally, it should be noted that ‘securitization’ is an ambiguous concept be-
cause in Copenhagen usage it refers to two things at once. On the one hand, it
refers to the act (or process) of removing an issue from and raising it above
politics, taking it out of the limelight. On the other hand, it points to the act (or
process) of taking an issue out of obscurity or neglect and placing it on the
political agenda. Hence, the same term refers at the same time to more or less
inverse types of phenomena. At times, this leads to further confusion because
the securitization concept assumes we know where the issue ‘comes from’,
whereas when an issue is not on the agenda its actual status is not always eas-
ily determined. It could be off the agenda because it is a holy cow in politics,
as securitization suggests, or simply because nobody thought of putting it up
there. And if it is a holy cow, it could be so both because 99% of the popula-
tion regard it as ‘obviously holy’ or because some sinister group succeeds in
misleading the great majority and keeping it off the agenda through their
continuous, eager machinations. To take an example, when the government of
Finland chose to define the hard-security aspects of its Northern Dimensions
policy as off-limits, and in this way precluded a more open and multilateral
handling of Finnish security, some regarded that act as an instance of ‘securi-
tization’ while others saw it as ‘desecuritization’.

Paranoia of the State

I hesitate to say what | have to say on this subject because it seems to me to be
so utterly obvious. States and state-like organizations — such as guerilla
groups — are useful for many collective purposes, including making war and
preparing for war. As IR specialists, we therefore need to study the state and
take it seriously as a social phenomenon.”” However, | keep running across
reminders that many don’t share this view. The best evidence is the way in
which the term ‘state-centered approaches’ — a quick phrase with a subtle pe-
jorative effect — is used. The debate of the 1990s has developed to the point
where one understands immediately, without further reading, that the study
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of states is a ‘no-no’. | find this a major ingredient in a mindless fad. Consider
its place in the work of the Copenhagen school.

The ‘referent object’ is a key notion in the Copenhagen school’s conceptual
apparatus — that ‘thing’ whose security is at stake. Buzan et al. pedagogically
point out the need to break away from the traditional fixation upon the state
as the referent object of security.” However, as | read on in the book | get the
impression that Buzan and his colleagues are not really that convinced of this
themselves — they keep referring to the state nevertheless. Other Copenhagen
writings confirm this impression. Indeed, studies of the state have not disap-
peared even among researchers who style themselves as critical or who some-
how subscribe to a ‘new security studies’ agenda.” The upshot is that their
views on the role of the state are inconsistent.

The Copenhagen school will probably claim to have put this critique to rest.
However, it is hard to read the argument in the 1997 article where the discus-
sion is perhaps best presented,” then absorb the text in the multi-authored
1997 book™ and still claim to have found consistency. On the one hand, the
Copenhagen authors warn against ‘state-centrism’ and build a complicated
reasoning on identity as a replacement for the state; on the other hand, they
continue to reason quite conventionally about states (as, for instance, in the
security-complex theory). Hence, their position on the state is at best mis-
leading, at worst confused.*

In this, they reflect the general picture in the field of IR itself. After a long pe-
riod of neglect, two very different things started happening — sometime be-
tween 1975 and 1985 — with the idea of the state. What took place was a
strange and deep bifurcation of research. On one side, there was what may be
termed the ‘rediscovery of the state’, which began with the efforts of Charles
Tilly and others but is perhaps best shown in the work of Theda Skocpol. On
the other, there was the attack on state-centered thinking coming from the
happy trashers of everything traditional in IR studies, the early post-
modernists.”

Currently, the postmodernists seem — regrettably — to have won out, because
there is continuing paranoia about the state in studies of international politics.
To be politically correct these days, one must disavow state-centrism. At the
same time, the state continues to be there, as it is in the work of people as di-
verse as Buzan, Wendt, and Walt. Better than most of their work, however, is
the research by Kal Holsti on the vagaries of the state and its relationship to
war — a piece of mainstream work.”® Though hardly the first to make this ar-
gument, Holsti shows convincingly that internal wars are now by far the most
important kind of war. This point has been used to argue that interstate rela-
tions have decreased in significance. If we compare two categories of relations,
intrastate and interstate, that is of course true in relative quantitative terms.
However, one must not overlook what those wars are about: the control of the
state apparatus and its territory. Internal wars testify not to the disappearance
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of the state, but to its continuing importance. Hence, the state must continue to
be a central object of our work in IR, not least in security studies. We should
study the state — conceived as a penetrated state — specifically because it per-
forms essential security functions that are rarely performed by other types of
organization, such as being:

the major collective unit processing notions of threat;

the mantle that cloaks the exercise of elite power;

the organizational expression that gives shape to communal ‘identity’ and
‘culture’;

the chief agglomeration of competence to deal with issue areas crossing ju-
risdictional boundaries;

the manager of territory/geographical space — including functioning as a
‘receptacle’ for income; and

the legitimizer of authorized action and possession.

Recognizing the problems of state-focused approaches belongs to the begin-
ner’s lessons in IR. There is the danger of legitimizing the state as such by
placing it at the center of research, and of legitimizing thereby the repression
and injustice which on a massive scale have been and still are perpetrated in
its name around the globe. Some draw the conclusion on this basis that states
should not be studied, a stance which is obviously unwarranted and pointless.
The state is an instrument of power on a scale beyond most other instruments
of power. For this reason alone, keeping a watch on how it is used should be a
top priority for social scientists.

The mobilization - the assumption of the mantle — of state power by more or
less arbitrarily chosen (or self-selected) individuals or groups, to act on behalf
of all, is something which requires continual problematization, not least when
it is done vis-a-vis other collectivities. The state is also the instrument of de-
mocracy on a large scale in its most well-functioning forms. Surveying democ-
racy’s state of health is a crucial responsibility for social scientists. Finally,
when it comes to performing collective tasks on a large scale, the state is the
most potentially effective organizing instrument across an almost limitless
range of objectives. Security is among them.

In short, the state is too central to the large-scale business of human life to be
ignored or put aside, whether for ideological or idealistic reasons. Still, we
need to recognize the historical dimension in this. It is not necessarily the
state’s present form which makes it an important object of study; rather, it is
its primary function of being the largest universal-purpose collective-action
unit around. Such units require study in all civilizations and at all times in
human history, regardless of their name or specific functions. The Westpha-
lian preoccupation of IR is therefore somewhat overdrawn.”” There is no need
to apologize for focusing on states or state-like units.
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To the extent that one does focus on states, there is, on the other hand, a dif-
ferent danger, which is to reify the state, to believe that it actually ‘is’ an actor
with humanoid qualities.” The injunction against this is, of course, another old
and familiar one to generations of IR students. Again, too often the warning is
mistaken as an argument against studying states as units, or ‘states-as-actors’.
It is good practice, however, to refrain from talking about states as if they were
humans. The worst sinners in this regard tend to be neorealists and their in-
terlocutors. Their line of thinking potentially undermines a significant theme
of research, already alluded to above: the transformation that occurs as actions
performed by small groups or individual decisionmakers become perceived as
actions performed by the state with which they are associated - that is, the
state they are taken to represent. The phenomenon of representation in itself is
at the heart of what we study in IR: the representation of the collective unit
inward as well as outward.” Its problematic dimensions are as equally well
shown in the life of trade unions as in the life of states — to illustrate the rela-
tivity of the oft-claimed uniqueness of IR.

Representation is also where the state offers politicians a possibility to abuse
their role in security affairs. It is the utilization of the state machinery in the
processing of threats which the Copenhagen school wants to change. How
that can be done by dropping the state from the research agenda is beyond
me.

A final danger in focusing on the state is that of building the illusion that
states have impenetrable walls, that they have an inside and an outside, and
that nothing ever passes through. Wolfers’s billiard balls have contributed to
this misconception.” But the state concepts we should use are in no need of
such an illusion. Whoever criticizes the field for such sins in the past needs to
go back to the literature. Of course, we must continue to be open to a frank
and unbiased assessment of the transnational politics which significantly in-
fluence almost every issue on the domestic political agenda. The first decade
of my own research was spent studying these phenomena — and | disavow
none of my conclusions about the state’s limitations. Yet | am not ashamed to
talk of a domestic political agenda. Anyone with a little knowledge of Euro-
pean politics knows that Danish politics is not Swedish politics is not German
politics is not British politics. Nor would | hesitate for a moment to talk of the
role of the state in transnational politics, where it is an important actor, though
only one among many other competing ones. In the world of transnational
relations, the exploitation of states by interest groups — by their assumption of
roles as representatives of states or by convincing state representatives to
argue their case and defend their narrow interests — is a significant class of
phenomena, today as much as yesterday.
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Towards a Renewal of the Empirical Foundation
for Security Studies

Fundamentally, the sum of the foregoing list of sins blamed on the Copen-
hagen school amounts to a lack of attention paid to just that ‘reality’ of secu-
rity which Ole Waver consciously chose to leave aside a decade ago in order
to pursue the politics of securitization instead. | cannot claim that he is void of
interest in the empirical aspects of security because much of the 1997 book is
devoted to empirical concerns. However, the attention to agenda-setting —
confirmed in his most recent work® — draws attention away from the impor-
tant issues we need to work on more closely if we want to contribute to a bet-
ter understanding of European security as it is currently developing.

That inevitably requires a more consistent interest in security policy in the
making — not just in the development of alternative security policies. The dan-
ger here is that, as alternative policies are likely to fail grandly on the political
arena, crucial decisions may be made in the ‘traditional’ sector of security
policymaking, unheeded by any but the most uncritical minds.
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Buzan (note 1 above); Buzan, Wever & de Wilde (note 1 above), p. 4.

Buzan & Waver (note 3 above).

In addition to some rather awkward language: ‘Securitization” works all right in Eng-
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of the cult that Scandinavian students nevertheless employ the Danish, Swedish, or
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Waeever (note 20 above), p. 221.
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But that it has taken place in convenient secrecy, protected by an argument of urgency,
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That is not to say that the state must be conceived of as a massive, impenetrable unit or
as a unit that is necessarily strong. More on this below.

Buzan, Wever & de Wilde (note 1 above), pp. 35ff.

I am indebted to an anonymous reviewer for the point about the literature. Contrary to
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34 below.)

Buzan & Waver (note 3 above).
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1993, pp. 139-174; Ethan B. Kapstein, ‘Territoriality and Who is US?’, International Or-
ganization, vol. 47, no. 3, Summer 1993, pp. 501-503; Stephen Krasner, ‘Westphalia and
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