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The Concept of Security
and International Relations Theory

For never are the ways of music moved without the greatest political laws being
moved.
(Plato, The Republic, 424 c.)

Then when Greeks fight with barbarians and barbarians with Greeks, we'll assert
they are at war and are enemies by nature, and this hatred must be called war; while
when Greeks do any such thing to Greeks, we'll say they are by nature friends, but
in this case Greece is sick and fractious, and this kind of hatred must be called

faction."
(Plato, The Republic, 470 c.)

To explore the contemporary meaning of the concept of security is to encounter both noise
and silence. Both are intellectually and politically intimidating.

The noise is apparent enough, both in volume and passion. Appeals to "security” can induce
complicity with pornographic extremes of state power. They can drive millions of people onto the
streets to protest. They can pry cash fromtight-fisted treasuries. They can legitimize or resist the
iron fist. From the outpouring of books on military strategy, arms control, and militarization to the
more sinister reaches of state apparatus and technological fantasy, it is difficult to keep abreast of
the resources and processes ostensibly devoted to enhancing security.

The noise is sufficient to require credentials distinguishing authoritative from non-authoritative
speech. Credibility rests not only on a special technical expertise, but also on an implicit normative
code, on a professional capacity to confront necessity without flinching, whether on grounds of
truth, goodness, or beauty. This professioﬁal credibility demands a knowledge of what it means
to speak of politics through other means. It requires fluency in acronyms, leaked documents, and
the paradoxes of deterrence theory. Once deemed competent, it is possible for the professional
analyst to retreat from the noise of public debate to the decorum of arcane equations and the
inner sanctum. Or rather, such a retreat is possible if one seeks to speak only about the security
of the state, the "national security” that almost monopolizes our capacity to think about what the
security of human beings in the modern world must now involve.

The dominance of statist conceptions of security is obviously not quite complete. Public
debates about security bring a constant chatter of other, dissonent voices. The pursuit of national
security, some say, only magnifies collective insecurity. Even if the more reasonable proponents
of arms control manage to square the logic of competing empires with the paradoxes of nuclear
deterrence in a states-system, the modem "security dilemma" requires a more complex
explanation than is suggested by Thomas Hobbes' structuralist account of the necessity of



insecurity in a world of competing individuals. The problem is not so much that nuclear weapons
have finally brought states into the condition of equality necessary for Hobbes' state-of-nature
argument to be plausible. Rather, the participation of states in a wide range of processes —
economic, military, technological, cultural and political — produces ever more intense forms of
insecurity on many dimensions. Some point to the wreckage of a vulnerable planetary ecology.
Forests are disappearing; the ozone layer is perforated; there are poisons in the food chain;
mercury in the rivers and lead in the air; soils have become lifeless and deserts have become
larger. These processes kill. Yet they do not enter into the equations of national security. It is far
from clear how they enter into the categories of contemporary political thought at all.

Others point to the present insecurity of an intolerably large proportion of the world's people
who live and die at the margins of existence. To compare statistics on military spending with those
on the fate of the world's children is to become acutely aware that something is seriously wrong
with a concept of security predicated upon the security needs of states alone.

These are all familiarthemes, and they can be framed in many ways. The noise arises from the
way that, in this context, "security” becomes an "essentially contested” term. It has an overload of
meanings. Yet considered less in terms of the quantity of books, institutions, and debates
devoted to it than of the substantive content of the term itself, it seems to have almost no
meaning at all. To enquire seriously about what "security" now means, to retreat to the decorum
of those arcane equations and the inner sanctum, is to encounter a silence that is deeply
disturbing. The concept of security remains on the margin of contemporary political discourse in a
way that is at odds with the importance of security policies in cantemporary political life.

The most obvious part of the problem here is simply that sericus discourses about security are
very difficult to hear with any clarity. They occur behind doors, at dignified gatherings of those
with the security clearance to speak. ©On exposure to journalists and cameras, they seem to
avaporate into hot air. They are couched in languages of technica! rationality, particularly in the
ideology-dripping metaphors of game and public ¢hoice theory, or in jargons that clothe
ontological puzzles in epistemological certainties. In fact it is exceptionally difficult for even the
reiatively well-informed public to know where or how to engage in a serious debate about security.
The categories always appear so oversimplified, so distorted by rhetoric, passion, or official secret.
Security has become a matter even less susceptible to democratic participation than is already
irmpiied by long-standing distinctions between foreign policy and domestic politics or between
state and civil society.

£ven when serious discussions about security can be heard -~ in some of the literature of
"strategic studies,” for example, or in debates arising from the increasingly sophisticated
shailenges to nuciear weapons policies cver the past decade -— it is usually dominated by a

menotonous eche. This echo, this reminder of the way modern conceptions of security reflect



the political practices of another era, is often amplified to the point of distortion. When analyzed, it
reveals less an essentially contested concept than one that is essentially empty. The monotony,
even when distorted, has become so familiar, so taken for granted by those professionally
concerned with security matters, that it is only necessary to hum in unison, to repeat the same old
refrain verse after verse after verse.

This paper is concerned to explore the consequences of this silence, this monotonous hum
masquerading both as a serious concept of political analysis and a serious pretext for some of the
most dubious political practices of our time. There are obviously enough specific political
practices occuring under the sign of "security” that are of pressing concern, but the silence of the
concept of security itself exposes the horizons of contemporary political thought and practice in a
particularly revealing way.

This silence has been open to a number of different interrogations within the contemporary
literature. For my purposes here, three are of special interest.

There have been a few attempts within the specialist literature on national security analysis to
clarify what is admitted to be a curiously neglected concept. The most helpful starting point here
is a recent text by Barry Buzan. Buzan, | will suggest, takes us as far as it is possible to go in
thinking about "security" while caught up in the conventional refrain. He even manages to make
this refrain rather less monotonous than usual, mainly because he is able to make explicit so many
of the assumptions that are generally passed over without comment. But his analysis is most
helpful in showing just why it has become so difficult to do more than hum in unison, to think
about security in anything other than conventional terms.

Other scholars have tried to broaden the reference of security analysis away from the familiar
concems with presumed "hard realities" — weapons, capabilities, states, and so on —to
encompass seemingly peripheral processes of culture, language, discourse, and ideology.
These processes are usually grouped together in a few paragraphs on "perceptions” or "political"
factors in the formulation of security policy. But from a different perspective — one, | will suggest,
that must be taken very seriously — seemingly hard realities themselves dissolve into all kinds of
less tractable political practices. "Security" here becomes a matter of meanings and
interpretations, a subject for critical hermeneutics rather than utilitarian micro-economics, for
textual criticism ratherthan a posttivist or realist capitulation to "the way things are."

From a third direction, others still have asked the simple, naive, but devastating question:
"whose security?"

In the following three sections of the paper, | propose to make a number of very brief remarks
about each of these lines of interrogation in turn, referring to themes that | have explored more
extensively elsewhere. There is an extensive overlap between them. Each line of interrogation
leads to the next. And each leads to the contemporary theory of international relations as the



crucial ground on which to explore not a more coherent account of security, but why the silence of
the concept has been tolerated for so long. It is in this context in particular that it is necessary to
understand the tremendous power of all the jargon, clichés, metaphors and myths that thrive on
the simultaneous noise and silence in which the concept of security has been enveloped.

This exporation of the relationship between the concept of security and the categories of
modern international relations theory will then be the subject of the remainder of the paper.
Paiticular attention will be placed on the relationship between twentieth-century traditions of
political realism and the broader (liberal) discourse about political life that makes political realism
possible. More specifically, | will suggest that the dominant theoretical tradition in the analysis of
international politics is not, as has been almost universally claimed, political realism. It is idealism;
or better, liberalism; or better still, the philosophy of identity through which the opposition
between political idealism and political realism has been constituted historically. Political realism, in
the theory of international politics at any rate, is merely the moon, or better, several moons, that
depend on the sun of political idealism both for their light and their shadows.

All this inflated imagery of oppositions is intentional. Prevailing conceptions of security are
unthinkable without them. They reflect the fundamental spatial oscillations — inside/outside,
self/other, friend/enemy — on which not only the state and states-system, but also the dominant
understanding of human community and human identity depend.

The three ways of interrogating the silence of security to be explored here all converge on a
critique of such oppositions. They lead, i will suggest, to an insistence that the proper context in
which to think about questions of security is not within the conventional categories of international
relations theory, but in relation to the structural transformations and political practices through
which patterns of human community and identity are being reconstructed. Security, in short, must
be treated as a matter for serious political thought. The concept of national security, and the noise
and silence which accompany it, depends on a sharp distinction between "politics” and "relations”
between community and anarchy, between life inside and outside the state. Contemporary
political thought has to come to terms with this deeply rooted refusal of politics, of which the noise

and silence of security is only the most urgent symptom.

Barry Buzan's important analysis of the concept of national security2 begins by recognizing its
"underdevelopment,” for which he cites five groups of possible explanations. It invoives
compiicated and ideologically laden ideas, though as he recognizes, no more so than, say,
"freedom” or "state.” It overlaps with the: concept of "power,” particularly in the conflation of means
and ends typical of so much self-styled iealist literature. !t was fargely ignored rather than analysed

properly by those who rejected realism in favour of so-called “idealism,” or who in the heat of the



behavioural era so readily confused social science with inductive logic and empirical method. It
was also ignored as a consequence of the specific sociology that gave rise to strategic studies as
a sub-discipline, tied as it has been to the short term miilitary policies of hegemonic states. And,
finally, conceptual ambiguity has been useful "as a justification for actions that would otherwise
have to be explained.” (p. 6-7) Allfive groups of explanation point to the "intensely political"
character of the concept. From the perspective of this analysis, the silence, we might say, is
precisely the consequence of the noise.

The core of Buzan's discussion depends on the familar hierarchical schema of individual, state
and international system. This schema is both the strength and the primary weakness of the
analysis. Conventionally, Buzan argues, security has been conceived in relation to one or
another of these three so-called "levels of analysis,” p%rticularly the second or the third.
Theoretical dispute typically hinges on which is chosen for emphasis. Buzan argues,
convincingly, that security cannot usefully be divided up in this way. It requires a reintegration, a
holistic conception in which™national security” is understood in the context of "systemic security."
In making this argument in detail, Buzan offers a perfectly adequate ground from which to criticize
the fetishization of the military postures and capabilities of states in the formulation of security
policies.

Yet Buzan's own analysis, while helpful, is founded on a number of theoretical choices of its
own. In some ways, these choices are more interesting than the critique they make possible.

To begin with, for all its claimed holism, the analysis remains preoccupied with the security of
states. It provides a broadercontext in which to understand what national security might involve.
Part of the attraction of the analysis, for example, is the way it reflects the influence of a "society of
states” perspective, rather than the apolitical conceptions of a supposed "anarchy problematic”
rooted in analogies with Newtonian mechanics or an economics of possessive individualism. The
tory sensitivities of David Hume or, more recently, Hedley Bull are at least more open to the
significance of meaning, rules, and traditions in human affairs than the technocratic liberalism that
guides the currently influential form of "structural realism"” or theories about "international
regimes". Moreover, Buzan correctly insists on the importance of thinking about national security
in the context of the international economic system. Yet while relatively open in these senses,
Buzan's analysis somehow manages to by-pass most of the harder questions about the possible
meaning of security in the modern age. Proclaimed intentions to the contrary, it does not really
address the concerns of these worried by, for example, ecological breakdown, unequal
development within and between states, or the way the state itself has in many places become a
major threat to the people's security.

The reasons for this are to be found in Buzan's second theoretical decision, namely his reliance
on a conception of national security that is framed within a specific understanding of the



relationship between the state and civil society on the one hand, and between the states and the
states-system on the other. This understanding is essentially liberal in inspiration. In the context of
civil society it tends to reify a specific account of the relationship between individual and the state
characteristic of conventional liberal political thought. The political or class character of civil society,
or the class character of the state, or the relationship between classes within states and
transnational economic processes - to take issues that would be significant from rather different
political perspectives - are not matters of primary concern.

Similarly, despite an emphasis on the importance of international economic relations, there is little in
the way of an analysis of the nature of the relationship between the state and the variety of
international structures - from transnational corporations to international financial institutions -that
dominate the security concerns of so %ﬁany states. For some states, medium-range ballistic
missiles may pose a serious problem. For others, IMF conditionality, declining terms of trade, and
the debt burden are equally serious. For Buzan, however, the complex structures of global
economic life are fairly easily re-encoded into the conventional categories of international relations
theory. Unsurprisingly, problems of security in this context once again become a matter of
management at the "top layer at the global level" (p. 254), of the possible contribution of
international organizations and law in providing the logistical mechanisms for negotiations,
inspections, settlement of disputes, and so on.

In effect, the three tier hierarchy which forms the basis of Buzan's analysis focuses attention
away from a serious consideration of the category of the state. It separates out into "levels”
aspects of political life that ought to be integrated into a proper theory of the state itself. Rather
than being a useful heuristic model appropriate to the specific needs of the analysis of
international relations, it is a way of putting the serious questions about the relationships between
state and civil society and between state and international systems into permanent abeyance.

This particular form of theoretical amnesia, on which the “levels of analysis" schema depends,
has deep roots in what | have elsewhere referred to as the "Theme of Gulliver."3 It embodies a set
of spatial metaphors, derived most immediately from the metaphysical assumptions of Gallileo,
Newton, and Kant, that transform the possibilities of temporal change into the impossibilities of
spatial transformation These metaphors in turn degend on historically specific resolutions of the
relationship between universal and plural, being and becoming, structure and history.4 In the usual
formulation, often packaged in languages of liberal contractarianism on the one hand and tragic
resignation on the oiher, security becomes a matter of maintaining order within the states-systern or
moving to supranational institutions. Buzan correctly tries to resist this temptation. Instead, he
suggests we give each "level” its due. it remains unclear, however, why it is these levals that
should be taken seriously or what the precise relationship between them should be.



Similar difficulties arise with a subsequent paper in which Buzan examines the concept of
security in relation to concepts of peace and power.> The paper serves as a useful extension and
clarification of the argument of the book. Again, however, the conclusions reached are already
predetermined by the assumptions from which the analysis proceeds. Both the concept of peace
and that of power are said to provide partial and complementary insights. These partial insights are
then synthesized into a reformulated conception of security keyed to the possibility of managing
international conflict. But just as the levels of analysis heirarchy that informs the book rests
ultimately on a static or spatial ontology, so also the concepts of peace and power are presumed
to provide partial insights into what amounts to an unchanging essence of international politics.
Neither the historical relationship between concepts of peace and power — that is, the conditions
under which they have merged in response to specific historical transformations — nor the
theoretical-philosophical problems that are at play in this relation — most significantly, in my view,
the tension between universalist and pluralist ontologies — are of much concern to Buzan.

As with the complex ontologies reified within the levels of analysis schema, concepts like
peace, war, power, or security are not simply given in the nature of things. It is fairly reasonable to
expect that such concepts embody a number of theoretical, philosophical, and ideological
ghosts. As Buzan himself clearly recognizes, this is why "security" has to be understood as an
"essentially contested concept." Yet this recognition is fundamentally at odds with the task Buzan
then sets for himself. What is required is less a synthesis of patently inadequate concepts than a
serious analysis of how those inadequate concepts have come to be as they are.

Thus, the third interesting choice made by Buzan is the decision not to pursue the theroretical,
philosophical, and ideological ghosts that haunt concepts like security. He does not explore the
historical-philosophical trajectories embodied in the concept of national security, or in the
categories — whether about levels of analysis or the oppositions between peace and power or
peace and war — through which the concept of national security has been constituted historically.
Consequently, in my view, while Buzan's five groups of explanations for the underdevelopment
of the concept of security are all significant, they do not begin to get at the way the concept has
become so silent, so empty simply because it has been taken for granted for so long. Its silence is
a mark of its political power. This is precisely what makes it interesting. Despite all its insights,
Buzan's analysis remains a symptom of the problem he seeks to overcome.

"Security” seems to be a "hard" term. It invokes hardware and necessity. It justifies secrecy and
violence. Claims about security policy are resolved through the special judgement of statesmen
able to calculate and articulate some irreducible "national interest.” Public discussion fo security
policy gives way to the special expertise of technicians able to assess circular error probabilities



and throw weights. Security demands special sacrifices: schools for missiles, civilization for
(temporary) barbarism, freedom for necessity. Those who speak of security often sound like the
old-style Marxists of caricature who reduces all political life to automatic material forces.

it is quite obvious, however, that "security" is not "hard" at all. Security policies may be
expressed in very concrete artifacts, but any understanding of how these policies come to be has
to engage with social and political processes that have so often been characterized as "soft" or
"superstructural." Conceptions of political life that assume some easy distinction between matter
and consciousness, determining base and determined ideology, are just as misleading in this
context as in any other.

Here it is only necessary to think of the rhetorical and fictional nature of the concept of "national
interest"; or the paradox of credibility and capability within theories of nuclear deterrence; or what
conception of human action is implied by the term strategy; or the consequences of the
ambiguous meaning of "balance" as it is played out in contemporary debates about the "threat"
posed by the "enemy"; or the metaphors of liberal micro-economics that dominate conceptions of
strategic rationality; or the invocation of textual "authorities" like Clausewitz or Thucydides; or the
psychologistic premises that are embedded in a term like "security”; or the Augustinian theologies
of good and evil that inform not only the rhetoric of the Reagan administration but a large
proportion of the writings of those who have called themselves "realists" ever since Lutheranism
and nationalism converged in the power politics of Max Weber. From all these directions, it
becomes necessary to understand security policies less in terms of any coherent technical
definition of national security than of the way the concept of security enters into all kinds of other
codles, symbols, rhetorics, propagandas, ideologies, discourses, and other terms usually
subsumed under the generic concept of culture.

Elsewhere, | have suggested that the most prassing problem involved in coming to terms with
security from this dlirection is that it is difficult to speak about security at ail without becoming aware
of the way in which the term is caught up in complex and historically specific politics of discourse.®
Three primary groups of problem are involved here. Each of them is the subject of important
analytical literatures that seek to raise questions about security going beyond those raised by
traditiornis represented by Barry Buzan.

First, concepts of security play an importarit role in processes of cultural production. Hollywood
is important in creating and reproducing particular conceptions of security, and not only in North
America. So are the mass media, notions of instrurnental rationality that inform defense
inteilectuals, the science-military-technology iexus, literature, and so on.”

Second, concepts of security enter into the dense fabric of particular cultural, philosophical,
athical, and theological traditions. This invoives morg than the conventional concerns about the

ralationship between power and ethics of nuciear deterrence and the just war, or the role of



"norms"” in the society of states. In Western modernity, security is caught up in the dialectic
between Enlightenment and Despair, between philosophies of progress that emerged in
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europe and which have been so important in the
contemporary United States (the "Applied Enlightenment" as Raymond Aron once called it), and
the philosophies of Despair that took such firm root in the so-called crisis of historicism at the turn
of this century.8 This dialectic has informed much of the tension between political realism and
political idealism that has been so important for the way the analysis of international politics has
been structured in this century. In my view this is also what makes Max Weber the crucial figure for
understanding the contemporary character of that analysis.9

Third, concepts of security enter into complicated questions about the relationship between
political communities, and especially the way in which these relationships are so easily reified into
a mutually exclusive choice between universalism and pluralism. It is in this context in particular
that it is necessary to see how the concept of national security has pre-empted the possible range
of meanings that security could have. From this point of view, the state itself appears as an
historically specific resolution of the claims of universalism and pluralism, of identity and
difference, of men and citizens in the terms used in Andrew Linklater's important analysis; !0 a
resolution that involves both spatial and temporal reifications.

Contemporary theories of international relations enter into these processes of cultural
production. They express contradictions central to the culture of Western modernity. And they
embody the temporal and spatial reifications of the relationship between identity and difference

on which the sovereign claims of the state depend.

v

The question of "whose security?" is potentially quite devastating to prevailing conceptions of
security precisely because it puts into suspension all the old certainties about the state having a
monopoly on legitimate political community — not to mention legitimate violence — within a
specific territory. There are four major themes at work here, each of which has attracted reams of
well known analysis and commentary.

First, there has been a broadening of the sources of insecurity. National security is understood
primarily in the context of war and peace in the states-system, and, to an increasing extent, in the
context of the competitive position of states within a world economy. Yet it has become relatively
obvious to a wide range of commentators that questions of war and peace or the struggle for a
better niche in the world economy cannot be separated from insecurities arising from processes
of development, ecological degradation, abuse of human rights, or the translation of political and

economic processes into cultural and ethnic conflicts.
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Differing perspectives on how to analyse a so-called arms race are perhaps symbolic here.
While some scholars concern themselves with the technicalities of first-strike missiles and
coniracting response times, others focus on what they see as an all-pervasive militarization of
human affairs. They point to the increasing integration of military matters into all aspects of life
within modern societies. Most obviously, the production of armaments has to be understood
more ifian ever not only in terms of technical military requirements but also in terms of economic
forces. Indeed, the term "military-industrial complex” does not begin to grasp the interplay
between economies and military deployments, and particularly of the role of the state in fostering
this interpiay. Nor is it possible to stop at a political economy of arms production. Processes of
militarization enter into cultural forms and symibolic codes, into what is considered appropriate as
children’s piay or as a metaphor of human interaction.

Perhaps the most worrying voices here are raised by those who stress the importance of
understanding the global scale of these processes. They delineate the complex patterns of
integration between: arms production; arms deployments between superpowers and in different
regional settings; international trade; foreign aid in the form of weapons, military assistance, or
arms-re'ated technologies; and the use of increasingly sophisticated weapons as instruments of
repression within states.

It rnay be much easier to see how it might be possible to stop processes understood through
the metaphor of race — by persuading the contestants to stop competing. It is much more difficult
to see how to respond to processes that seem to converge in the inexorable dynamics of global
structures beyond the controi of existing authorities. Conventional conceptions of‘ security reflect
a cencern with the competitive logic ¢f the states-system. But that logic can n¢ longer be treated
in isolatien froim the competitive logic of indusirialization, capitalisin, and modernity. {n a world in
which the siate was both the primary political unit and the primary economic unit, these two logics
could pert:aps be assumed to converge fRirly closely. In an era of transnationalizing capital, things
get much more complicated.

Sacond and consequentiy, there has been a broadening of the subject of security to include
people in general, indeed life on earth, rather ihan just citizens of states. The concept of national
security depends on a highly specific resolution of the competing claims of people as people and
peopie as citizens of staies. it is this resolution - not some imaginary state of nature through
which so many theorists of internationai politics irave construcied a myth of origin around the
name of Hobbes — that is the primary precondition for the rigse of international political theory as
W2 KNow 1.

ir: this sense, a myth of origins is more appropriately cerstriicied around the name of
sMachiavelli, and his rejection of Christian universalism as a foundation for political life within the

anclosed space of the city. Machiaveiii participates in the reraiscance of a classical conception of
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political space that depends on a sharp distinction between inside and outside, between citizen
and barbarian. The great irony of the classical tradition, of course, and of the theory of the state
ever since, is that the pursuit of universalism has been pursued within particular states, and
depends on the usually unspoken assumption that universalism can be pursued within an island
surrounded by barbarians and Others. Much of the energy of political theorists working within
statist assumptions, and of Hobbes, Kant, and Hegel in particular, has been taken up with the
attempt to reconcile the universalist claims of the state as a particular entity with the universalist
claims of Reason and Geist.

Third, the state itself, far from being the provider of security as in the conventional view, has in
many ways also been a primary source of insecurity. There is in principle nothing new in this.
Hobbes, as Locke observed, simply made the wager that lions were safer than pole-cats and
foxes. The twentieth century has tended to confirm Locke's suspicion of lions (though not his
trust in the public benefits of private property). On the one hand, the pursuit of national security
generates processes that threaten everyone. On the other, it is difficult to see how any useful
concept of security can ignore the participation of states in "disappearances” and the abuse of
human rights in so many societies.

The fourth theme underlies the other three, and again involves the historical character of both
the state and the states-system. So much analysis of national security simply presumes an
ahistorical structuralist account of the logic of the state-system. The state becomes a mere atom
subject to the determining forces of a mechanical system. Theories of international politics can
then take on all the nostalgic charm of theories that pretend modem economic life can be
explained through the immutable laws of a magical market. In fact, theories of international politics
have had considerable trouble coming to terms with questions about history. The ahistorical
hierarchy of the levels of analysis schema that underlies Buzan's analysis is symptomatic in this
respect. One the one hand, they have been caught in a number of very fundamental
contradictions between meta-theoretical assumptions grounded in historicist and temporal
categories, and those grounded in structuralist and spatial categories. On the other, and as a
consequence of this, the reading of historical possibilities has depended on a prior decision
about whether the state is becoming obstinate or obsolete.

The particular resolution of the claims of universalist human identity and individualist particularity
at the level of the state is an achievement of historically specifiable practices. Its effect on
contemporary thinking about political life, and thus on what is meant by security, is overwhelming.
It suggests that political community is either a matter of nationalism, expressed through the state,
or cosmopolitanism, expressed through some kind of nascent institutional framework at the global
level, usually pictured in the image of the state writ large. And given that there is little sign of the
withering away of the state, conventional wisdom continues to believe that states must remain the
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primary focus of human solidarity and political identity, the primary source of human security, and
tragically, it will usually be admitted, the primary source of human insecurity.

v

Even without elaborating on any of these three themes at length, it is clear enough that they
may all be framed within the major categories of contemporary intemnational relations theory.
Buzan's analysis of the concept of security tries to work within those categories, giving them new
emphases and priorities rather than putting the categories themselves into question. Research
into the discursive politics of contemporary debate about security leads to a concern with the way
the categories of international relations theory enter into the characteristic rhetorics within which
security policies are framed, legitimized, and reproduced. A concern with the question of "whose
security?" calls into question our capacity to think coherently about security in the modern world at
all. it threatens to undermine the discipline's most basic presumptions about the relationship
between the possibility of security and the possibility of political community.

Each of these three themes also gives some indication of what is at stake in contemporary
debates about the adequacy of the major categories of international relations theory. They
provide some insight into the reasons why so many critics have urged the need to abandon the
conceptual categories and methodological strategies that have guided research on intemational
politics for so long. Buzan indicates what it is like to struggle to breathe new life into conceptual
categories that are past saving. Contemporary discourse about security draws attention to the
intensely political character of concepts that have been naturalized and rendered relatively
apolitical within the discipline. The question of "whose security” opens up the possibility that the
primiary ground on which the study of international relations has been constituted as a discipline
— nainely that there is a fundamental ontological difference between relations between states
and political life within states — is untenable.

While it is easy enough to agree with the critics that the categories of contemporary international
relations theory require more than renovation, it is more difficult to see with much clarity what
alternatives ought to be recommended. However, the three ways of interrogating the silence of
‘security’ sketched above, | want to suggest, give some indication of why the terrain on which
debate about the future of international relations theory is conducted is now shifting in significant
and, in my view, positive ways. It is not so much that international relations theory provides any

guide as to how we now ought to study matters of security or recommend more appropriate
policy alternatives. Rather, as a subject foranalysis rather than as a guide to analysis, international
relations theory provides the crucial link between the noise and silence of contemporary
discourse about security understood as the security of states, and broader concerns about the
possibility of political life at all in the modern world.
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It is instructive in this context that epistemology is no longer the primary source of dispute about
the appropriate character of international relations theory, as it was — or seemed to be — when
the analysis of international relations became almost entirely an "American social science." Much
of the discipline remains a product of the epistemological (or more properly, perhaps,
methodological) pretensions of the 1950s and 1960s. These pretensions have become
increasingly vulnerable to the triple attack on them that has characterized meta-theoretical
controversies in the social sciences in general over the past two decades. From one direction,
the rules about what constitutes legitimate empirical research have been tightened up
considerably. From another direction , the positivist search for explanation has been challenged
once again by a hermeneutical search for understanding. From another direction still, the priority
of epistemology in the development of research strategies has been challenged by those who
argue, correctly, that epistemology is dependent on a prior ontology. The declining influence of
the "philosophy of science" and the increasing interest in European debates about historicism,
structuralism, and post-structuralism are symptomatic of the significance of the second and third
challenges in particular.

Under these influences, the concern with epistemology as a prelude to the search for
appropriate research methods has begun to give way to the aspiration for a properly critical theory
of international relations.12 It may still be easy enough to find the usual dogmatisms: that
positivism is social science (as opposed to a caricature of one of many possible modes of enquiry);
that 'theory' is irrelevant to the "real world" (as opposed to the recognition that such claims are only
the most uncritical — and dangerously naive — forms of theory); that "realism"” is a "tradition” going
back to some founding father (as opposed to the recognition that all supposed traditions
reconstruct the past from the perspective of the present); that the state, or "power” or "national
interest” remain the irreducible essence of international relations (as opposed to the recognition
that the state is a highly variable, complex, and historically constituted political category, and that
terms like "power” or "national interest" are not exactly uncontested givens of political discourse).
Each of these dogmatisms undoubtedly remain influential, to a greater or lesser degree in
different research communities, but they have attracted a healthy scepticism everywhere.

To some extent, the demand for a critical theory of intemational relations has been articulated
against the continuing influence of such dogmatisms. Yet more significantly, the demand for a
critical theory of international relations seems to involve a return to the primary terrain on which so
many of these dogmatisms have been grounded: the opposition between political realism and
political idealism. Thus, anyone who attempts to develop a critique of the dominant traditions of
realism in international relations theory is conventionally tarred with the labels of "utopian” and
"idealist." This has been an enormously powerful rhetorical ploy, akin to the way positivists have
charged their critics with having normative or even metaphysical tendencies. Positivists have
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fostered the myth of the white coat, the ostentatious demarcation between scientist and object of
science. Realists have managed to create a myth of the white flag, the demarcation between
those willing to face up to necessity and the enemy, and those who would capitulate.

Even so, the return to this terrain has begun to occur on less conventional terms. To begin
with, debate is no longer framed simply as a straightforward opposition between "power" and
“ethics,” between "is" and "ought" or between "present” and "future.” It is clearly not enough to
return to E.H. Carr's indiscriminate rendition in which the distinction between utopia and reality is
identified with just about every dichotomy available to modern thought: free will and determinism,
theory and practice, intellectual and bureaucrat, left and right, ethics and politics, purpose and
analysis.13 The myth of the white flag, and the categorical structures of intemational relations
theory, do depend on philosophical dualisms of one kind or another. But these dualisms are not
simply given. They arise out of historically specific circumstances. And though they may be
traced to philosophers like Plato, Augustine, Kant, or Weber who have articulated such dualisms
in general terms, they enter into thinking about international relations in a rather special, not so say
peculiar way.

One indication of what is at stake here can be found in recent attempts to distinguish between
two quite different forms of political realism. As a result of the work of Richard Ashley in particular,
it has become necessary to distinguish clearly between classical or historicist and utilitarian or
structuralist forms of political realism. The timeless structuralisms characteristic of recent work
conducted under the labels of neo-realism, regime theory, and so on, loses sight of the
ontologies of temporal contingency that are expressed so pewerfuily in the writings of Machiavelli
in particular and the traditions of historicism more generally. In etfect, the conventional claims of
political idealism have been turned into claims about the structural form of the present
international system. These claims have been subject to criticism on the grounds of history.
Machiavelli and Hobbes have begun to appear, properiy, as representatives of two different
political ontologies rather than as the identicai cardboard cutouts that populate the opening
chapters of so many textbeoks. Far from being a single tradition to which it is possible to appeal
for authority, political realism appears as, among other things, the site of a rather old philosophical
problem — the nature of the relationship between structure and history, being and becoming.

Opening up realism as a site of serious philosophical debate rather than as a body of received
wisdom necessarily leads on to questions about whether those philosophical problems have
been resolved any differently in international relaiions theory than in political theory more
generally. itis no accident, in fact, that the concern by Ashley and others to distinguish historicist
and structuralist forms of political realism is closely connected with a critique of the conventional
forrrsulation of the relationship betweern theories of intemational relations and theories about
political life within states 14 Here the opposition between political idealism and political realism has
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appeared as a spatial division, as an account of the state and the boundary between inside and
outside, between politics on the one hand and mere relations or even anarchy on the other. From
the opposition between being and becoming we move to the opposition between Greek and
barbarian, between community and the threatening Other.

Vi

It is often necessary to emphasize that the modern states-system is precisely that: modern. Itis
an historical creation. Analogies with other historical states-systems can sometimes be
enlightening. They can also be misleading. Abstract models of multi-unit structures can also be
illuminating. But they are also easily reified into claims about historical and structural necessity.
This slide from model and method to ontology and politics is all too easy.

The modern states-system emerged in the context of very complex transitions in early modern
Europe, and it has itself been transformed in the context of the rise of industrial capitalism and a
global economy. The crucial political move, of course, has involved the long, slow emergence of
the state as the primary locus of political life. The political consequences of this transition were
already apparent by the late sixteenth century, and formed the basis of Machiavelli's attack on the
universalist political language of the time. In an era in which the effective authority of Pope and
Emperor were becoming increasingly nominal, Machiavelli refused to accept universalist
categories as a baiss for the political life of particular principalities. For the most part, Machiavelli
has been treated as the outcast of the Western political tradition, the supposed champion of
immorality and power politics. But even leaving aside the misreading of Machiavelli that this
implies, it is clear that he articulates a fundamental cleavage without which most of the subsequent
tradition of Western political theory is unthinkable. Although it is necessary to insist tht the states-
system is modern, and thus to beware of the dangers of anachronism, the theory of the state as it
has developed since Machiavelli has drawn upon a conception of spatial community familiar from
classical discussions of the polis. Virtu may involve a sexual-temporal metaphor in which the bitch
goddess Fortuna is the object of seduction by the hero-prince. But this metaphor is played out in
a spatially distinct realm, separate from and at war with other spatial entities.

By the time of Hobbes, the spatial exclusion of the territorial state is firmly re-enforced by the
geometrical image of reason through which Hobbes arrived at the principle of absolute state
sovereignty. Hobbes' name is usually invoked by theorists of international relations to appropriate
the model of the state of nature as an early articulation of the security dilemma; or worse, to
confirm an Augustinian conception of human nature after the fall from grace. Infact, the emphasis
on the state of nature argument can be seriously misleading. It is perhaps more appropriate to
understand the significance of Hobbes in this context in terms of his confirmation of an account of
political life that assumes an absolute exclusion between life inside and life outside the state. For
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Hobbes himself, this is not a distinction between community and anarchy, but between
sovereignty and what seems not too far removed from Hedley Bull's "society of states."15

While the distinction between community and anarchy in the context of international politics
cannot be blamed on Hobbes, it has certainly come to be the primary way in which an account of
the state as an intersection has been reproduced both in theories of international relations and in
theories of political life within states. The Treaty of Westphalia can be read as a codification of this
in the context of a distinction between conflict over universalist religious claims and conflict arising
from statist self-interest. Martin Wight's classic essay on "why there is no international theory"16
gives an elegant and economic rendition in terms of the contrast between the "progress" possible
in community and the recurrences and repetition inevitable in relations among states. In the
methodological literature, concerns are raised about the dangers of using the "domestic analogy™
as a way of explaining international relations. For some, in fact, the very use of such an analogy
constitutes the surest sign of professional incompetence.

It is unfortunate, however, that this contrast has simply become naturalized, framed as an
account of the way things are, and therefore must be. Neither the historically specific conception
of political life that is thereby reified, nor the peculiar discursive practices through which that
reification has informed the conceptual structures of a discipline, have been of much concern.
Like E.H. Carr's rendition of the tragic oscillation between realism and idealism, the contrast
between community and anarchy, between inside and outside hides much more than it reveals.
Above all, it has led to a dogged refusal to take the category of the state seriously. Instead of
placing the question of what is meant by "the state" under different historical circumstances at the
genire of attention, eithier the state is asseried to be the central and unchanging political category,
or the only relevant issue is said to be whether or not we remain in a state-centric political universe.
The contrast between state and nation is obscured; as is the contrast between the state as
territory and state as an ensembile of institutional apparatuses; as in the relation between state and
oivil society. 17

This constant affirmation of the state as mere spatial boundary has sometimes been put into
question by those working within international political economy on the one hand and within
foreign policy analysis on the other. It has also become a major theme in the debate over the
currently influential forms of structural realism. This debate was already prefigured at the
beginning of the behavioural era when the classical ontological dualism (which, as in Bull's
articuiation of the "classical" position against the "scientists,” was said to require different
epistemological stances in each realm) gave way to epistemological universalism. The methods of
social science were presumed to apply to all social phenomena. It mattered little that the
ontological assumptions grounded on a distinction between community and anarchy remained

implicit in the research conducted under the sign of such epistemological universalism.18 Now
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the modernists, as Ashley appropriately calls them, resolutely champion an ontological
universalism, a conception of the essential nature of political life that can be switched from an
analysis of life within states — and one, hegemonic and culturally intolerant state at that — to the
international arena. The recent literature on co-operation under conditions of presumed
"anarchy," for example, relies heavily on the transfer of a liberal version of the domestic metaphor
into the international arena.9

For those suspicious of the "domestic analogy," this may be a cardinal sin, a transgression of
professional etiquette. Forthose suspicious of the way in which historicist insights are constantly
transformed into atemporal structuralisms, this may be yet another example of mystifying
naturalizations and reifications. For 6thers, it may just be arrogance or hubris. But the underlying
dynamic is important. It has two elements. First, the statist community becomes the ground from
which to judge all things. Specifically, the supposed anarchy of the international system depends
on the prior image of the other state as the model of community. Inside and outside confirm each
other. Second, conceptions of political life drawn from the inside are used to "solve" the
"problems" of the outside — to find co-operation within anarchy. The fundamental question of
what is meant by political community is thereby thrust aside in favour of yet another attempt to
universalize instrumental reason, utilitarian ethics, the economics of possessive individualism or
the politics of American liberalism. The logic of the states-system meets a form of universalist
reasoning that the uncharitable might interpret as characteristic of empires.

Vil

Unless this distinction between life inside and outside the state is taken into account, the lack of
any substantial critical tradition in the analysis of international relations can seem extraordinary.
After all, it is difficult to maintain that the political processes that now matter most can be grasped
as if they all occurred within the territorial confines of the autonomous state. The uncritical nature
of international relations theory sits very awkwardly with the urgency of its subject matter. Critical
lines of enquiry are obviously not completely absent, but they tend either to be structured in the
form of a confrontation between realism and idealism, or when beginning from an analysis of
global political economy, to stand outside the disciplinary categories of international relations
theory almost entirely.

In other ways, however, the lack of a critical edge is a necessary consequence of just these
disciplinary categories. Quite simply, if international relations, being the negation of civil society, is
merely an anarchy, then there is by definition no community in which critique can be grounded.
Again, it is significant that Ashley begins his demolition of the pretensions of the neo-realists by
insisting that the regularized practices, techniques, and rituals of realist power politics constitute
not evidence of an anarchy but precisely of a political community; one rooted in difference and
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diversity to be sure, but one that nevertheless does provide ground for critical analysis.20 Itis
significant also that Ashley is drawn towards a positive assessment of the contributions of Hedley
Bull, whose own neo-human attempt to develop an account of the "anarchical society” grew out of
a clear recognition of the unfortunate consequences of taking statist community as the essence
of political life.

But the real force of recent attempts to insist on the possibility of a properly critical discourse
about international politics does not come from Humean scepticism. Nor from yet another attack
on "realists" by "idealists." Nor even just from those who insist on examining the states-system in
the context of the world economy. It has come most recently instead from various forms of "post-
structuralism.” Cynics may complain that post-structuralismis just the latest passing French
fashion, or another fancy ivory tower trimmed in inaccessible jargon. Yet in its broadest sense it is
not all that novel. And whatever its deeper subtleties, and to whatever literary indulgences it has
undoubtedly been susceptible, post-structuralism has grown out of a number of relatively simple
insights. Without wishing to engage here with a detailed assessment of the long-term
significance of the post-structuralist turn in the human sciences generally, it is easy to see how
these insights prove attractive to those concerned with a critical analysis of the categorical
structures of international relations theory.

To begin with, post-structuralism draws upon a wholesale critique of the philosophy of identity
as it has dominated Western thought for so long. Ininvolves both a critique of the fetishization of
the moment of unity and of the way in which the moment of difference — whetherin space or in
time --- becomes subordinate to unity. in the great dualistic schemas of the philosophy text books
{iheugh not always in the writings of these whose names appear in those text books), truth,
beauty, and goodness reside in the mement of identity, their opposites with the inferior moment
of difference. The categorical schemes of international relations theory easily appear as yet one
more rendition of this durable but now quite tedious reading of available alternatives.

Moreover, the moment of difference is seen io be defined by the moment of identity The
identity of community in the sovereign state defines the anarchy of the space between states.
The universalist identity of truth, beauty, and goodness within states defines the riecessity of
relativism, violence, and deceit between states. The possibility of justice within states defines the
impossibility of justice — or peace or co-operation — between states. It is certainly not necessary
to be a post-structuralist or "deconstructionisi” in order to reveal the rhetorical ploys built into the
classic texts of Carr, Morgenthau, Niehuhr, Wolfers, and so on. Some awareness of the history of
politicai theory, philosophy, and theolsgy, or a sharp eye for false dichotomies can go a long way
inthis context. But as a critical method, post-structuralism does have the desirable advantage of

parsimony.
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Apart from its relevance for the analysis of specific texts and its sensitivity to the rhetorical
character of all discourse (particularly that which claims to transcend rhetoric through science,
epistemology, or method) post-structuralism brings a (renewed) emphasis on a number of themes
that are necessarily crucial for a properly critical analysis of intemational politics.

There is, first, the need for a proper genealogy of the construction of received traditions. The
categories of international relations theory did not appear out of thin air. They were not carved in
stone by Thucydides. They are not given in the text of supposed founding fathers like Hobbes or
even Machiavelli. They did not appear full blown with the academic institutionalization of the
discipline in this century. These are all elements in a much more complex story, one that is of
surprisingly little interest to most participants in the discipline.

Second, there is a pressing need for a more critical assessment of the way the theme of the
Other is so deeply embedded in the categories of intemational relations theory. This theme is
usually encompassed within psychological categories, in terms of the "perception” of the enemy
in foreign-policy decision-making. Yet as Michel Foucault, Edward Said, and many others have
argued at great length, the politics through which Others are constructed depend precisely on a
categorical frame of identity and difference.2! The construction of radical otherness — of the
enemy, the "evil empire,” the "oriental" — is itself part of the statist resolution of inside/outside,
community/anarchy, national/intemational that is reproduced with such crystalline clarity in the
categories of international relations theory. The familiar ideological slide from classical realism to
the demonic rhetoric of Cold War is no accident. Nor is the slide from structural realism to a
universalist ideology of the Same: to the claim that we are all leaming to co-operate in the same
(i.e., hegemonic) utilitarian modernity.

Consequently, there is, third, a need to explore very carefully the precise relationship between
theories of relations between states and theories of politics within states. This relationship
appears to be one of mutual indifference. In fact, it is more plausible to suggest that they are
mutually constitutive. It is not only that so much intemnational relations theory is constituted as a
negation of the theory of statist community. From a post-structuralist perspective, concerned as it
is with the relationship between identity as centre and difference as margin, between text and
footnote, international relations theory in general, and realism in particular, appear as a margin that
simultaneously undermines and maintains the conventions of liberal political discourse. It
participates in a politics of displacement.

This is perhaps clearest in the case of liberalism, which, as an embodiment of a specifically
modernist rationality, depends on a capacity to distinguish between knowledge and power,
between reason and violence. The distinction is maintained in a variety of ways, some directly
philosophical, some through the translation of universalist rationality, into the economic
categories that maintain a charade of universalism while legitimizing inequality, the violence of
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private property. In the liberal theory of international relations, the distinction is simply
abandoned. Violence is openly condoned. Realism in particular can then be understood as the
space in which knowledge and power, reason and violence are allowed, indeed encouraged, to
converge. It is the footnote that undermines all the pretensions of the text. It is the point at which
"humanity"” ends. It is the point of transgression, the special dispensation granted to those
prepared to confront necessity without flinching, the expression of limits that allows the centre to
hold. The silence of "security" is precisely the condition under which claims to universalism within
states can be uttered.

Fourth, and most crucially, post-structuralism leads to questions about political practice and
political community. It does not, it cannot participate in the reification of the state. Nor can it
participate in the fetishization of the state as the ambition fo political change. A Hobbesian
contract for a global Leviathan is not on the agenda. Rather it takes the state as exactly what it is;
an historically specific resolution of identity and difference, of universalism and pluralism.

This resolution occurred as a consequence of specifiable concrete processes. It was a
resolution through territorial exclusion: universaiism inside, pluralism outside. As a result, the
state has achieved a formal monopoly on political community and power. The very object of
political practice everywhere has become the capture of state power. Only the means have been
in dispute. Security too has been the prerogative of the state. Security is a problem of the
outside. It arises from difference. Thus either the state as the embodiment of identity must
protect the inside from the outside, or everyone must be brought inside, into a realm of identity.

Consequently, within the categories of international relations theory, the analysis of political
¢change, of political practices, of future possibilities, has undergone a major realignment: from
historically specifiable resolutions of identity and difference to the philosophically and politically
impossible choice of identity or difference. Theorists of iriternational relations speak of the state
as obstinate or obsolete, and frame their accounts of change as either the same old game played
over and over again or as the centralization of authority, whether in governmental institutions,
economic integrationg, or the invisible hand of "international regimes."

In fact, even a cursory examinaticn of contemporary trajectories reveals a much more
somplicated picture. The state is neither its old self, whatever that was, nor is it disappearing. It is
changing in response to all kinds of econoiric, technological, cuitural, and political processes.
There is no simple transfer of authority to centralized institutions. There are all kinds of
transnational structures, or processes that occur somehow “above" the state, but they are not
usually conceived or centralized state-lika institutions. In the case of the structures of
international capitai, it is the simultaneous pattern of decentralization and concentration that is
most striking, the ability to move rapidly fiom location to location, the capacity fo create linkages
wetween cities rather than states. Whatever is going on with these things, images of structurai
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change towards greater and greater unity are quite misleading. Some of the most important
political transformations of the modern age involve local political spaces and decentralized
processes. This is partly what makes certain kinds of social movements, for example, so
interesting as emerging forms of political practice.22

None of these things are easy to capture in existing conceptual categories, not least because
of the huge vacuum in the theoretical literature where there ought to be a serious attempt to treat
the state as always participating in the logics of both the states-system and the world economy.
Nevertheless, they do not suggest a move up the hierarchy, a move from difference to identity.
They do suggest yet another historically specific relationship between identity and difference. It is
fairly certain, for example, that the state no longer has the capacity to make a sharp resolution
between inside and outside. Legal sovereignty may still justify Cartesian cartography, but
mapping the important patterns of power in the modern world requires a very different account of
political spaces, an account of networks and flows, of shifting boundaries and interpretations
rather than the continuing reification of Euclidean geometry.

It is not even clear that an alternative resolution has to give priority to the principle of identity at
all. There is no logical reason why political community cannot arise from practices that give priority
to difference, to pluralism, to "conversation," to openness. It is just that the dominant political
categories, of all ideological persuasions, have begun the other way around. But as Machiavelli
himself advised, the art of politics involves preparing for the unexpected. To take the advice of
the supposed arch-realist himself, it would seem to be less than prudent to treat such deeply

entrenched conventions as the way things must be.

Vil

The broad outlines of the connection between seemingly arcane debates about international
relations theory and the struggle to rethink the possibilities of security in the modern world should
now be apparent. They involve an understanding of the categorial structures of international
relations theory as discourse, as a specific, and very interesting form of power’/knowledge. This is
not simply a matter of "ideology" as conventionally understood. Where the classic analyses of
ideology, from Plato to some of the formulations in Marx, depend on uncovering the way
particularistic forms of consciousness masquerade as universals, we see here the effects of an
historically specific reification of the relation between universality and difference. Where classic
analyses of ideology depend on the Platonist counterposition of "knowledge" and "opinion," we
see here the effects of a discourse in which truth and opinion are presumed to guarantee each
other, thereby generating a seemingly endless echo of same and other, of idealism and realism,
the hum of academic analysis and the noise of the public debate. Where classic accounts of
ideology grow out of Platonist, or at least Cartesian separation of matter and consciousness, we
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see here theoretical categories embodied as the concrete material practices of academic
disciplines and state policy.

Barry Buzan makes a brave attempt to bring a modicum of rigour to the concept of security. Yet
this attempt continues to presume the very categories that have rendered the concept so
incoherent, so silent, in the first place. Thus its search for "integration" and "holism" remains
fixated on the sovereign identity of the state, and on the reification of the two ends of a polarity —
peace and power — within which some middle ground must be sought. "Instead of alternating
between state and system in an endless cycle of frustration, a more appealing logic," Buzan
suggests, “is to combine and expand the two approaches by operating security policy on all three
levels [that is, individual, state, and international system — R.W.] simultaneously. In thisway, an
expanded and clarified concept of security can fill the ground between the power position of the
Realists and the peace position of the Idealists."

Unfortunately, it is precisely this middie ground that is excluded by the play of power that is
constitutive of the discourse of same and other, identity and difference, inside and outside,
idealism and realism. Buzan's dependence on the "level of analysis" model, in which the
discourse of identity and difference is reified into an ahistorical conception of change, literally
makes a reading of security in anything other than statistterms unthinkable. Far from being a
simple and convenient analytical device, the "levels of analysis” model embodies a very powerful
metaphysics, a way of resolving historically specific understandings of the relationship between
space and time, finity and infinity, being and becoming, into a frozen essence, the way things are,
the reality to which we are supposed to submit, the tragic and inevitable need to submit before the
demands of “security.

it is within this discursive framework that the category of security enters into contemporary
political practice, setting the conditions and horizons of possible debate. To speak of security on
terms other than those of "realism” and “idealism,” of the necessity of state and the illegitimacy of
cosmopolitan aspiration (unless, of course, cosmopolitan aspiration is clothed in the hegemonic
pretensions of liberal-utilitarian economics through which we are all turned into the different yet
identical actors in the same play scripted by, altematively, the dominant power, capitalism, or
modernity itself}, is to confront a brick wall, the palpable limiis of permitted discourse. These limits
anter into, and are in turn reproduced by the processes of cultural production, the contradictions
of culiure/modernity and the forms in which struggles for political community are presumed to
oceur.

The question of "whose security?" remains. And it is because it remains that it is impossible to
provide an alternative definition of security from within the existing categories of international
relations theory. No longer can the claims of security guarantee the discursive strategies upon
which international relations theory has been distinguished from political theory in general. The
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most important characteristic of the concept of security is neither that it is "essentially contested"
nor that it is "silent,” but that it is derivative from and dependent upon an historically specific
conception of political community.

The concept of national security is a consequence of the theory of the state as the Sovereign
locus of political identity. The fact that international relations theory has depended on only the
sketchiest outlines of a theory of the state has mattered sumprisingly little to a discipline that has
been so self-conscious about the primacy of the state. It has only been necessary to be sure that
the distinction between inside and outside, between politics and relation, between community
and anarchy, could be maintained as an absolute exclusion. However appropriate this formulation
may have been in the past — it has, arguably, always been misleading — it is difficult to sustain in a
world in which states are both growing "stronger” in some senses but are also increasingly
embedded in complex global structures whose contours do not conform to the expectation of a
global Leviathan.

The issue is not whether the state is obstinate or obsolete; or whether "realism" expresses a
recognition of tragic necessity and idealism is merely a dangerous naivety; or whether drawing on
the "domestic analogy" is a sign of professional incompetence; or any other version of the false
choice between the community of identity within and the difference — the barbarian, the other,
the anarchy — without. In this sense, the problem with the claims of realism on which the concept
of national security depends is its simultaneous rejection yet deeper acceptance of idealism, of
the priority of the moment of identity against which the tragedy of the "security dilemma" can be
measured. The priority produces the problem of national security. Concepts of peace that build
upon this same priority cannot provide a way out. The silence of prevailing concepts of security —
and peace — can only be broken by refusing the equation of security with identity, and thus with
the obliteration of difference: a refusal that necessarily constitutes a struggle for new forms for
political community.23

This conclusion may be usefully contrasted with the one suggested by Steve Smith after
canvassing much of the same general terrain. Smith also draws attention to the highly problematic
nature of the relationship between political life within states and international relations, particularly
in the context of the undemocratic way in which foreign and defence policies are typically
formulated.24 Elsewhere, he also makes an explicit connection between this distinction and
contemporary debates about international relations theory.25 In making this connection, Smith
refers in passing to the difficulties faced by scholars concerned with the possibilities of critical
theory in international relations because of the way they draw upon the work of people like Jurgen
Habermas and Michel Foucault. The main problem, he suggests, is that the esoteric and
specialized language in which this literature is written is unlikely to be very attractive to scholars

trained in more conventional forms of international relations theory.
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it should be clear from the above analysis, however, that there is more at stake here than just
the use of obscure fanguage. First, no intellectual tradition holds a monopoly on the use of
needless jargon. Conventional theorists of international relations, whether traditional or
behavioural in orientation, are hardly angelic in this regard.

Second, despite all that can be said about the need to minimize jargon, challenges to
theoretical traditions, as well as to existing forms of political practice, involve a complex politics of
language. | have tried to suggest, for example, that to take certain terms for granted — "security"
especially, but by extension also "peace,” "war," and "enemy" — is to set very clear limits within
which it is possible to speak with any authority. Indeed it is hardly possible to engage with
contemporary social and political theory and all without becoming aware of the centrality of the
relation between language and political practice. Where, say, Machiavelli can appear within "the
tradition” of international relations theory as an inert icon miraculously in touch with the
unchanging essence of power politics, he appears within the more specialized literature as
someone struggling to articulate a conception of political life more appropriate to rapidly changing
material circumstances -— the historical emergence of the state — and in doing so in a discursive
universe dominated by the universalistic categories of the old order 26 To seek to develop a
critical theory of international relations is to be especially sensitive about the hegemonic claims of
establistied discourses, about the demand that critique be articulated within the categories and
conventions that are themselves being put into question.

More specifically, and third, the most important problems now being raised by the critical
theorisis are in principle fairly straightforward. | have tried to suggest here that, even though many
very difficult issues are being posed by wriiers like Habermas and Foucault, the concern about the
philosophy of identity that has been so important in contemporary soacial and political theory
should be of particular concern to all theorists of intemational reiations precisely because it is
central to the constitutive principles o whicii the main categories of international relations theory
depend. That there is a distinction between international relations an# political life within states is
cominonplace. ltis less common to insist that there is both an historical and a theoretical
connection between these supposedly diiferent forms of human activity.

Smith argues that it is necessary to reject this dualism, especially as it has been formulated by
realist writers, and to treat internationai relations theory as similar in kind to the other social
sciences. The move is familiar: from ontological dualism to epistemelogical monism, from the
difference between community and anarchy to the saine science #f modernity. It is precisely the
nossibility of this move that must be put into question. it shouid not be a matter of continuing to
affirm histcrically specific conceptions ¢f coinmunity (or modertiity, or scientific method) or
conceptions of anarchy understood as the negation of such community. This is to repeat, in the

apecific cortext of ihe state understoc:d as z boundary betweer: self and other, the same logic
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that has contrasted tradition with modernity, barbarism with civilization, the alien with the familar.
Smith's important and legitimate complaint about the way democratic principles quickly run afoul of
the claims of national security cannot be separated from the reification of self and other that
informs the categories of international relations theory. These categories embody, legitimize, and
help to reproduce an understanding of political community in which the claims of democracy must
be limited.

A critical theory of international relations cannot avoid putting these categories into question. In
this sense, the concept of security runs into much the same difficulty as the concept of
development once one abandons the ethnocentric hubris enshrined in a view of history as a
direct line from "undeveloped" to "advanced"; or the concept of democracy once one recognizes
the incongruity between claims to state authority and a world in which so many of the processes
that affect people's lives arise from global processes over which states have limited control. Like
these highly problematic concepts, "security”" points to a serious political project.
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