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Since the end of the Cold War - now nearly a full decade ago - security scholars have been 

engaged in an extended debate over the future of the field.1 The debate has been characterized as a 

contest between traditionalists, who would like to maintain the field's focus on military conflict, and 

"wideners," who believe that "security" in the modem world involves economic, environmental, and 

social issues as much as guns and bombs.2 

This view of a dichotomized field is valid at the surface, but it obfuscates another series of 

divisions.  The "wideners" are themselves divided in rival camps, most notably between those 

scholars who focus on international trends, such as environmental degradation, and those who focus 

on the emergence of new security actors, such as terrorists, transnational criminal organizations, and 

computer hackers.  This distinction between actors and trends has a profound significance for the 

future of security studies, as we shall see later. 

In addition, there are deep and widening methodological divides in the field between the 

proponents of qualitative methods, quantitative methods, and game theory.  As the techniques of 

academic scholars have become increasingly sophisticated, it has become increasingly difficult for 

scholars from different methodological schools to speak to one another.  Since scholarship has 

always advanced through a process of debate and discussion, this diminishing dialogue is a source of 

concern.  This methodological divide is especially problematic at present.  As scholars in the field 

debate the meaning of the security at the millennium, there is a significant danger that different 

                                                                 
1 For instance, see Stephen M. Walt, "The Renaissance of Security Studies," International Studies 
Quarterly, Vol. 35, No. 2 (June 1991): 211-239; John Lewis Gaddis, "International Relations 
Theory and the End of the Cold War," International Security, Vol. 17, No. 3 (Winter 1992/93): 
5-58; David A. Baldwin, "Security Studies and the End of the Cold War," World Politics, Vol. 48, 
No. I (October 1995): 117-41; Richard K. Betts, "Should Strategic Studies Survive," World 
Politics, Vol. 50, No. I (October 1997): 7-33; Barry Buzan, et. al., Security: A New Framework 
for Analysis (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1998). 

 
2 Buzan, Security, pp. 2-5. 



definitions of security will emerge in each of the isolated methodological schools in the field, possibly 

making permanent the current divides between different approaches. 

Finally, there is a growing gap between the focus of security practitioners and security 

scholars.  In part, this gap is a function of the methodological debates in the academic side of the field 

which serve to alienate practitioners.  However, there are other broad trends related to foundation 

funding and defense spending which exacerbate this divide. 

These divisions have different causes and effects.  However, each division ultimately robs -the 

field of coherence, and in the process exacerbates the separation of the academic study of security 

from the policy debate.  This process, ultimately, can only serve to delegitimize and marginalize the 

field of Security studies, one of the few academic disciplines that has had a lasting and significant 

influence on policy.  During the Cold War, for example, the academic study of security helped guide 

the formation of policies regarding arms control, deterrence, and limited war.  While there is much 

debate on the efficacy of these academically-derived policies, the contributions of scholars 

undoubtedly enriched the policy debates.  The current question about the nature of security at the 

millennium raises issues beyond the purely semantic definition of the word "security"; if different 

definitions become entrenched among the different approaches in the field, there is a risk that security 

studies will cease to be an effective discipline.  Both the policy, And academic communities would 

suffer as a result.  In short, the debate over the meaning of "security" has implications for both how we 

study the field and how practitioners make policy.  This article will first examine the major cleavages in 

the field of security studies, and then offer a synthesis which if accepted, the author argues, would 

enhance the utility of security studies" to scholars and practitioners alike.  Finally, this paper will briefly 

consider some of the key challenges to the traditional security paradigm in the America as a way of 

considering the utility of new definitions of security. 

 

 

 

TRADITIONALISTS VS.  "WIDENERS" 



During most of the Cold War, security studies focused on issues revolving around the control, 

threat or use of force.3 Since states are both the main users of force and the main targets of force, this 

traditional approach is naturally state-centric.  The field was divided functionally into research on arms 

control, deterrence and coercion, and the use of force.  These issues, of course, overlapped, and 

various productive discussions emerged on such issues as how arms control can bolster deterrence, or 

how military forces can be structured to support deterrence but also meet military requirements should 

deterrence fail.  In this setting, the security studies field served as a vibrant, intellectually coherent 

subfield of international relations. 

Certainly, even at this height of intellectual coherence, there were scholars looking at security 

through different lenses.  Following the Vietnam war, many universities across the United States 

established programs in peace and justice.  The peace and justice programs, however, focused less on 

managing security than on finding ways to escape the need to worry about security.4 As their names 

suggested, these programs and the scholars in them were as concerned with elucidating an ethic of 

public policy as with devising rigorous research programs.  In addition, in the 1980s, concern over the 

escalation of the Cold War under President Ronald Reagan prompted some research on issues of 

"non-offensive defense" or "defensive defense”,5 which sought to escape the security dilemma by 

suggesting military postures which provided security without threatening one's neighbors.  Some of this 

work was highly technical and concerned with the performance characteristics of particular weapons 

systems but much of it was constructivist in orientation and is difficult to characterize as either scholarly 

or policy relevant. 

                                                                 
3 Joseph S. Nye and Sean Lynn-Jones, "International Security Studies: A Report of a Conference on the State of the 
Field," International Security, Vol. 12, No. 4 (Spring 1988): 5-27. 
 
4 Walt, "Renaissance," P. 224; J. David Singer, "An Assessment of Peace Research," International Security, Vol. 1, 
No. 1 (Summer 1976): 118-137; George Quester, "International Security Criticisms of Peace Research," in Ge orge A. 
Lopez (ed.), Peace Studies: Past and Future, pp. 98-105. 
 
5 David Gates, Non-Offensive Defence: An Alternative Strategy for NATO? ( New York St. Martin's Press, 1991); 
Bjorn Moller and Hakan Wiberg (eds.), Non-Offensive Defence for the Twenty-First Century (Boulder: Westview 
Press, 1994); and Anders Boserup and Robert Neild (eds.), The Foundations of Defensive Defence (New York: St. 
Martin's Press, 1990).  Much of the work during the 1980s was published in German and Swedish. 



The traditionalist research agenda has narrowed dramatically over the past decade.  Currently, 

the most vibrant area in traditional security studies is work on the democratic peace which speaks 

directly to the issues of threat assessment, deterrence and signaling, and the use of 

force.  Although some observers have evinced a weariness with democratic peace research -justifiably 

since much of it now revolves around coding and semantics6 - there remain many untapped areas of 

study.  Most notably we still do not know whether the democratic peace occurs due to single or 

multiple causal processes, how and why "stable peace" relationships emerge, and the precise role of 

information and transparency in signaling resolve.7  The traditionalist research agenda has also been 

active in examining the links between national culture and the use and control of force8, the 

effectiveness of economic sanctions9, the nature of military innovation10, the offense-defense balance11, 

and proliferation.12 

                                                                 
6 See, for instance, the extended debate in International Security on this issue collected,, in Michael E. Brown, et al. 
(eds), Debating the Democratic Peace (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1996); and Charles S. Gochman, Henry S. 
Farber, and Joanne Gowa, "Correspondence: Democracy and Peace," International Security, Vol. 21.  No. 3 (Winter 
1996/97): 177-187. 
7 For a good discussion of these issues, see the introduction to Miriam Fendius Elman (ed.), Paths to Peace : Is 
Democracy the Answer? (Cambridge, MA: MIT University Press, 1997). 
8 See, for instance, Elizabeth Kier, Imagining War.- French Military Doctrine between the War (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1997); Peter J. Katzenstein, Cultural Norms and National Security (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1996); Stephen Peter Rosen, Societies and Military Power:  India and Its Armies (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1996); Alastair Iain Johnston, Cultural Realism: Strategic Culture and Grand Strategy in 
Chinese History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995); Peter J. Katzenstein (ed.), The Culture of National 
Security: Norms and Identity in World Politics (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996); and Michael C. 
Desch, "Culture Clash: Assessing the Importance of Ideas in Security Studies," International Security Vol. 23, No. 
1 (Summer 1998): 141-170. 
9 See, for instance, Lisa Martin, Coercive Cooperation: Explaining Multilateral Economic Sanctions (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1992); Robert A. Pape, "Why Economic Sanctions Do Not Work," International 
Security, Vol. 22, No. 2 (Fall 1997): 90-136; Kimberley Ann Elliott, "The Sanctions Glass: Half Full or Completely 
Empty?" International Security, Vol. 23, No. 1 (Summer 1998): 50-65; Robert A. Pape, "Why Economic Sanctions 
Still Do Not Work," International Security, Vol. 23, No. 1 (Summer 1998): 66-77; and Gary Clyde Hufbauer, et al., 
Economic Sanctions Reconsidered, 2" rev. ed., 2 vols. (Washington, DC: Institute for International Economics, 
1990).  It is fair to note that the economics sanctions literature is only tangentially related to the traditionalists focus 
on the use of force.  However, if sanctions are effective, then they act as a substitute for the use of force. 
10 Deborah D. Avant, Political Institutions and Military Change: Lessons from Peripheral Wars (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1994); Geoffrey Parker, The Military Revolution: Military Innovation and the Rise of the West, 
1500-1800 (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996); Williamson Murray and Allan R. Millett 
(eds.), Military Innovation in the Interwar Period (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996); 
and Stephen Peter Rosen, Winning the next war: innovation and the modem military (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1991). 
11 See Sean M. Lynn-Jones, "Offense-Defense Theory and Its Critics," Security Studies, Vol. 4, No. 4 (Summer 
1995): 660-691; Stephen Van Evera, "Offense, Defense, and the Causes of War," International Security, Vol. 22, No. 



However, the traditionalist agenda is lagging behind policy developments.  For instance, 

despite significant reductions in the nuclear forces of the superpowers, there has been virtually no 

work done on multilateral nuclear deterrence.  Although the U.S. Congress and military focuses a 

great deal of attention on the development of theater ballistic missile defense, few scholars are 

examining the implications of this development on either regional or systemic security.  Finally, while 

the U.S. military is heavily engaged in considering the implications of an emerging revolution in 

military affairs (RMA), academic considerations of the use of force have yet to integrate these 

developments.13 These are all issues which, a decade ago, would have been at the center of the 

traditionalists' research agenda.14
 

 

In large part, this narrowing of the research agenda among traditionalists has contributed to the 

popularity of the "widener" positions.  "Wideners" believe that the nature of security is changing.  They 

point to the increased importance of non-traditional security concerns, including transnational threats 

such as organized crime, global concerns such as environmental degradation, and the increased 

importance of regions and institutions as new security actors.15 

                                                                                                                                                                                                              
4 (Spring 1998): 5-43; and Charles L. Glaser and Chaim Kaufmann, "What is the Offense-Defense Balance and How 
Can we Measure it?" International Security, Vol. 22, No. 4 (Spring 1998):44-82. 
12 Scott D. Sagan and Kenneth Waltz, The Spread Of Nuclear Weapons: A Debate (New York: W.W. Norton, 1995); 
Brad Roberts, "From Nonproliferation to Antiproliferation," Vol. 18, No. 1 (Summer 1993): 139-173; Peter R. Lavoy, 
"The Strategic Consequences of Nuclear Proliferation: A Review Essay," Security Studies, Vol. 4, No. 4 (Summer 
1995): 695-753. 
13 One notable exception is Lawrence Freedman, "The Revolution in Strategic Affairs," Adelphi Paper 318 
(London: International Institute for Strategic Studies, 1998).  The Army War College's Strategic Studies Institute 
(SSI) has published an extensive series of monographs on the RMA; however, this work is not considered to be in 
the academic mainstream.  For a full list of SSI publications, please see http://carlisle-
www.army.mil/usassi/ssipubs/catalogs/catalog.htm. 
14 John Mearsheimer, for instance, discussed the influence of precision guided munitions on use of force decisions 
in Central Europe.  See John J. Mearsheimer, Conventional Deterrence (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1984).  
Charles Glaser's analysis of nuclear deterrence had direct implications for the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI).  
Charles Glaser, "Why Even Good Defenses May be Bad," International Security, Vol. 9, No. 2 (Fall 1984): 92-123; 
Glaser, "Do we Want the Missiles Defenses We Can Build?" International Security, Vol - IO, No. I (Summer , 
1985): 25-57; Barry Posen's work on inadvertant escalation suggested dangers in NATO plans and deployments in 
northern Europe.  Barry R. Posen, "Inadvertent Nuclear War?  Escalation and NATO's Northern Flank," 
International Security, Vol. 7, No. 2 (Fall 1982): 28-54. 
15 Richard H-.  Schultz, Jr., "Introduction to International Security," in Schultz, et al. (eds.), Security Studies-for the 
Twenty-First Century (Washington: Brassey's, 1997), p. 43-44. 



"Wideners" start from the basic premise that security involves threats to core values of referent 

objects -- whether they be regions, states, subnational groups, or even individuals.16 Cast broadly, this 

definition obviates the need for identifying threatening actors, eliminates the state-centric focus of the 

traditionalists, and opens the security studies field to many important and emerging issues. 

"Wideners" view this expansion of security studies as finally freeing the field from the unnatural 

strictures imposed during the Cold War.  After all, why should we only study state insecurity caused 

by other states?  Individuals can also be insecure.17 And the sources of individual insecurity come as 

often from economic or environmental factors as from military threats.  Traditionalists respond to the 

"widener" position by saying, "yes, these are all major problems, but what makes them security 

problems?" 
 

Ultimately, both, sides make both good and bad arguments.  First the bad: "wideners," at 

some level, reduce the discussion to a debate on semantics.  Of course, there are other sources of 

"insecurity" defined broadly than the military component.  Equally obvious, however, is that security 

studies is not and cannot be concerned with all forms of "insecurity." Are we next going to do 

research on human psychology to find the causes of low self-esteem?  In short, just because we call 

something security or insecurity does not mean that it belongs in an intellectually coherent research 

program named "security studies." 

Second, "wideners" sometimes support their position by stating that since military threats 

have diminished, it is only natural to expand the field to consider other sources of insecurity.  This is, 

of course, a flawed argument.  If physicists manage to develop a grand unified theory thus solving all 

current problems in physics, would they be justified to expand the field to consider chemistry or 

psychology?  Similarly, claiming the research in the field must change because current international 

conditions make military security less relevant or because many of the traditional areas of concern 

                                                                 
16 Buzan, Security, pp. 5-8. 
17 On this topic, see Barry Buzan, People, States, and Fear: An Agenda for International Security Studies in the 
Post-Cold War Era, 2" Edition (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 1991), pp. 35-56.  Buzan raises the interesting 
argument that in many cases states rather than being security providers generate insecurity. 



have been studied in detail makes no conceptual sense. If security is truly becoming unimportant, that 

is a reason to eliminate the study of security, not redefine it to remain compelling. 

Finally, the "wideners" make a flawed argument when they point out that money and public 

interest both point to a new definition of security.  Several prominent foundations, which used to fund 

research on traditional security, now largely fund projects on new threats.  And public opinion polls 

routinely show that, for Americans at least, military security ranks well below drugs, crime, and 

economic insecurity as sources of concern.  However, developing a coherent academic field of study 

is not a popularity contest.  Of course, scholars need financial support to do their research, and 

people will devise research projects that have a good chance of being funded.  But being funded is 

not the definition of a successful or coherent project. 

The traditionalists also make some bad arguments.  For instance, the traditionalists are wrong 

in their overemphasis on military security.  Military threats have never existed purely in a military realm 

guided by the security dilemma and the offense-defense balance.  Rather, force has been used or 

threatened most often in response to ideological, economic, and personal factors.18 To the extent that 

there are systematic patterns of political, economic, cultural causes and military effects, then these 

should be covered even under the narrowest definition of the term "security studies." Security studies is 

not -- and never has been -- solely the study of defense policy. 

In addition, some traditionalists object to the "widener" agenda as a ploy to redirect research 

and public policy dollars.  This argument has some legitimacy in that various actors in academia and 

government are seeking to redefine security in self-interested way, but that said, if security is changing, 

then it is changing.  We cannot impose rigid definitions of the term “security" purely because we are 

concerned about the public policy implications of accepting a new definition. 

By contrast, both sides also makes some good arguments which, collectively suggest a first cut 

at assessing a possible direction for the future of security studies.  Among these arguments, we might 

suggest four propositions which both traditionalists and "wideners" might accept.  First, economics, 
                                                                 
18 For an extended discussion of the issues that causes wars in the Western world since 1648, see Kalevi J. Holsti, 
Peace and War: Armed Conflicts and International Order, 1648-1989 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1991). 



resource scarcity, and environment degradation are becoming, at least relatively, more important as 

potential causes of interstate conflict.  Second, due to proliferation of weapons of mass destruction 

and increases in international travel and communication, the relative ability of non-state actors to utilize 

force is increasing.  In other words, the traditional monopoly of states over the use of forces is 

weakening, relatively speaking.  Third, whereas in the recent past, the most significant threats to the 

core values of the major powers came from other states, environmental degradation, disease, and 

transnational threats are increasingly important.  Fourth, the effectiveness of traditional tools of security 

policy are in question in a new era which features changing state motivations and the rise of potentially 

dangerous non-state actors. 

Before explicitly considering a possible synthesis of the traditionalist and "widener" positions, 

it is first necessary to consider the other three schisms in the field, that is among the different varieties 

of "wideners," the increasing methodological divide in security studies, and the gap between policy 

and scholarship. 

 

VARIETIES OF "WIDENERS" 

There are significant distinctions and divisions among adherents to the "widener" position, 

which raise important issues for the future of security studies.  "Wideners" propose expanding the 

scope of security studies in a wide variety of ways; however, the "'widener" position can be. divided 

productively into two categories: actor-centric and trend-centric. 

Actor-centric "wideners" focus on the emergence of new actors in the security realm. 

The most important of these new actors are terrorist groups, transnational criminal organizations, 

trans-state or sub-national movements (including ethnic and religious groups), and computer hackers 

of various sorts.19 The groups can sometimes overlap.  For instance terrorist groups, focused on 

achieving a specific political goal, may employ or become hackers to wage information warfare against 
                                                                 
19 See, for instance, Roy Godson, "Transstate Security," in Shultz, Security Studies, pp. 81-118; Robert Kaplan, The 
Ends of the Earth: A Journey to the Dam of the 21st  Century (New York: Random House, 1996); Samuel 
Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of the World Order (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1996); Louise Shelley, "Transnational Organized Crime: An Imminent Threat to the Nation-State?" Journal of 
International Affairs, Vol. 48, No. 2 (Winter 1995). 



target states.  Criminal organizations and trans-state groups often employ political violence to achieve 

their goals.  However, the importance of the actor-centric perspective is that it posits the existence of 

specific entities and groups which deliberately attack the core values -- usually defined as territorial 

integrity, political independence, and sociocultural-economic viability -- of states.  Furthermore, this 

position claims a growing importance due to the proliferation of weapons and technology and the 

decentralized infrastructure (and hence increased vulnerable nodes and targets) of modem states. 

By contrast the trend-centric position points to the growing importance of global “security" 

issues, for instance, environmental degradation, resource scarcity, and even international capital 

flows which limit the ability of states to control and stabilize their political economy.20 These global 

issues are related in that they all threaten the core values of states. 
 
 

Indeed, some trend-centric scholars argue that the most significant threats to the prosperity and 

stability of states will come from these new trends. 

By focusing on threats to core values, the trend-centric approach is, on the surface, 

analogous to traditional conceptions of security.  After all, the reason we cared about how many 

ICBMs the Soviets had was because their force structure had implications for deterrence, and hence 

for the likelihood of cataclysmic war.  However, if similarly destructive- cataclysms can result from 

environmental- degradation, the environmental threat is a functional equivalent to the nuclear threat.  

                                                                 
20 See, for instance, Richard Rosecrance, "Economics and National Security: The Evolutionary Process," in Shultz, 
Security Studies, pp. 209-246; and the responses by Robert Gilpin (pp.238-246)and David A. Lake (247-252) in the 
same volume; Robert Reich, The Work of Nations: Preparing Ourselves for the 21st  Century Capitalism (New 
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1991); Jeffrey A. Frieden, "Invested Interests: The Politics of National Economic Policies in 
a World of Global Finance," International Organization, Vol. 45 (1991): 425-45 1; Terry Terriff, "Environmental 
Degradation and Security," in Shultz, Security Studies, pp. 253-280; Richard A. Matthew, "Environmental Security 
and Conflict: An Overview of the Current Debate," National Security Studies Quarterly, Vol. 1, No. 2 (Summer 
1995): 1 -10; Rachel Fleishman, “Environmental Security: Concept and Practice," National Security Studies 
Quarterly, Vol. 1, No. 2 (Summer 1995): 11-16; Daniel Deudney and Richard Matthew (eds.), Contested Ground:  
Security and Conflict in the New Environmental Politics (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1996); Shaukat Hassan, 
"Environmental Issues and Security in South Asia," Adelphi Paper 262 (London: IISS, 199 1); Terry Terrill, "The 
Earth Summit: Are There any Security Implications?" Arms Control: Contemporary Security Policy, Vol. 13, No. 2 
(September 1992): 163-190; A. J. Fairclough, "Global Environmental and National Resource Problems Their 
Economic, Political, and Security Implications," Washington Quarterly, Vol. 14, No. 1 (Winter 1991); and Jessica 
Tuchman Matthews, "Redefining Security," Foreign Affairs, Vol. 68 (Spring 1989). 
 



The question remains, however, is this a valid syllogism?  The answer depends on whether "security" 

represents purely an assessment of outcomes and values at risk, or whether it has some sort of 

analytical meaning.21 

Although both the trend-centric "wideners" and the actor-centric "wideners" link their 

concerns to threats to core values, only the actor-centric "wideners" research agenda is consistent 

with traditional approaches to security studies.  Security studies traditionally sought to understand the 

conditions under which various policy instruments achieve policy goals as well as whether the use of 

those instruments will lead to armed conflict.  This analytical approach also applies to the actor-

centric model.  Traditional security studies may have been concerned about how deterrence works 

against other states, actor-centric "wideners" can use the same basic approach to consider whether 

deterrent relationships can be crafted to influence trans-state criminal organizations. 

Various problems, however, obfuscate this fundamental coherence between traditional 

security studies and the actor-centric "widener" agenda.  Much of the work in this area grows out of 

preexisting work on such issues as terrorism and intelligence.  Although, most scholars would agree 

that intelligence and terrorism are important areas of study, there is a great deal of suspicion about 

scholarship in those areas.  Intelligence studies, for instance, have suffered from the very secrecy of the 

field; it is still impossible to produce a complete assessment of the role of intelligence in the Second 

World War.  As a result, much of the conceptual work on intelligence has been either trivial or 

empirically unsupportable.  As a result, intelligence studies have tended to be theoretical, consisting of 

broad typologies, journalistic accounts, and straight-forward policy prescriptions.22 Terrorism studies, 
                                                                 
21 For a good assessment of the "is the environment a security issue" debate, see Lothar Brock, "Security Through 

Defending the Environment: An Illusion," in Elise Boulding (ed.), New Agendas for Peace Research: Conflict and 
Security Reexamined (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 1992), pp. 79-101; and Patricia M. Mische, "Security Through 
Defending the Environment: Citizens Say Yes!" in Boulding (ed.), New Agendas, pp. 103-119. 

22 Even the very best work in the field of intelligence demonstrates some of these problems.  See, Roy Godson, 
Dirty Tricks or Trump Cards: U.S. Covert Action and Counterintelligence (Washington, DC: Brassey's, 1995); 
Godson, et. al. (eds.), Us.  Intelligence at the Crossroads: Agendasfor Reform (Washington, DC: Brassey's, 1995); 
Jeffrey T. Richelson, The U.S. Intelligence Community, 3rd Edition (Boulder: Westview Press, 1995); Richelson, A 
Century of Spies: Iiztelligence in the Twentieth Century (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995); Richelson, 
Foreign Intelligence Organizations (Cambridge, MA: Ballinger Pub.  Co., 1988); Amy W. Knight, The KGB: Police 
and Politics in the Soviet Union (Boston: Allen & Unwin, 1988); Michael Howard, Strategic Deception in the 
Second World War (London: Pimlico, 1992); David Wis e, Molehunt.- The Secret Searchfor Traitors That Shattered 
the CIA (New York: Random House, 1992); Philip Knightly, The Second Oldest Profession: Spies and Spying in the 



by contrast, are more academically "respectable," but suffer from the fact that much of the work 

contains significant political or ideological biases. 
 

By contrast, the work on environmental degradation and resource scarcity is open to rigorous 

social science methods.  One can measure the destruction of the rain forests and the spread of the 

Sahara, and one can extrapolate various forms of economic data to produce compelling, rigorous 

findings.  Furthermore, this sort of research has been supported by important and well-regarded 

foundations, as well as important intergovernmental organization such as the United Nations.  The 

result is that scholarship in this area has greater visibility in the academic mainstream.  Furthermore, 

some of literature on resource scarcity links environmental problems to the propensity of states to 

engage in violent conflict.23  This linkage makes the connection to traditional security studies more 

direct. 
 
 
 

METHODOLOGICAL DIVIDES IN THE FIELD 

Security studies has long been home to a variety of methodologies and techniques.  In the 

1950s and 1960s, the field featured such diverse approaches as Bernard Brodie's historical, anecdotal 

analysis, Thomas Schelling's heuristic use of game theory, and the systems analysis approach of 

Robert McNamara's "whiz kids" in the Pentagon.24 In the late 1960s, with the behavioral revolution in 

the social sciences, large-N statistical analysis became more important in the field.25 As of the late 

                                                                                                                                                                                                              
Twentieth Century (New York: Norton, 1987); and Adda Bozeman, Strategic Intelligence and Statecraft.  Selected 
Essays (Washington: Brassey's, 1992). 
23 Thomas F. Homer-Dixon, "Environmental Scarcities and Violent Conflict: Evidence from Cases," International 
Security, Vol. 19, No. I (Summer 1994): 5-40; Peter H. Hleick, "Water and Conflict: Fresh Water Resources and 
International Security," International Security, Vol. 18, No. 1 (Summer 1993): 79-112. 
24 See, for instance, Bernard Brodie, Strategy In the Missile Age (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1959); 
Thomas.C. Schelling, The Strategy of Conflict (Cambridge, MA:Harvard University Press, 1960); and Alain C. 
Enthoven and K. Wayne Smith, How Much Is Enough?  Shaping the Defense Program, 1961-1969 (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1971). 
25 The application of modem statistical methods to the study of conflict is most closely linked to the work of J. 
David Singer and the Correlates of War (COW) project.  J. David Singer and Melvin Small, The Wages of War, 1816-
1965: A Statistical Handbook (New York: Wiley, 1972); J. David Singer (ed.), The Correlates o War (New York: 
Free Press, 1979).  Other important statistical works include, Jack Levy, War in the Modern Great Power System, 



4970s, despite these differing approaches, different parts of the field could communicate with one 

another productively. 

However, in the past decade, the increasing sophistication of these methods has served to limit 

wide-ranging discussion.  With the exception of the democratic peace literature, there are few obvious 

areas of active cross-polinization by scholars from the different methodological approaches.  The 

quantitative segment of the field has especially become disconnected from the advancing mainstream 

of the field as evidenced by widely read journal articles and books, and the creation of progressive, 

productive research agendas.  Scholars using formal game-theory models have also become isolated, 

developing in the process their own center of gravity in the field.  This isolation of the formal modelers 

occurs largely because their models are so abstract as to confound any sort of empirical testing.  

Indeed, it is now common for formal models to be presented in important journals, such as the 

American Political Science Review, International Studies Quarterly, and the Journal of Conflict 

Resolution, without any systematic empirical evidence whatsoever.  Furthermore, the formal modelers 

rarely contribute even to the development of research agendas because their works often do not even 

include testable hypotheses or even a definition of empirical referents.  Much of the formal work, 

indeed, should be seen as a branch of mathematics rather than security studies or even social science. 

The past 15 years have seen the development of an increasingly vibrant, rich, and 

methodologically sophisticated use of qualitative methods in the field.  Scholars such as Barry Posen, 

Charles Kupchan, Jack Snyder, Stephen Walt, Yuen Foong Khong, and Peter Liberman have 

combined compelling theoretical arguments with powerful, detailed empirical case studies.26  The vast 
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majority of the important works in the field have been produced by qualitative social scientists.  

Unfortunately, it seems as if the influence of this approach is smaller than would be expected by its 

success. 

  In large part, the limits on the spread of qualitative methods come from the organization of 

the field.  Research programs and methods spread in three ways: through conferences, articles and 

books, and graduate programs.  As the major conferences, the International Studies Association 

Annual Meeting and the American Political Science Association Annual Meeting, become increasingly 

large and unwieldy, much of the interesting collaborative work is being done is smaller, invitation-only 

meetings.  These meetings produce books and- articles which often only appeal to like-minded 

scholars.  Since conference and publication opportunities are often tied to participation in. an in-group, 

there is little incentive for young scholars to broaden their methodological horizons.  From the 

perspective of career development, it is better to be a great formal modeler than to be a good modeler 

and also a good qualitative researcher.  However, this methodological specialization impoverishes the 

field.  Ultimately, the smaller, and more like-minded, a group of scholars, the more likely a field is to 

become either irrelevant or distorted by various unexamined assumptions. 

Looking at the field from the outside, analysts in the policy community tend to take a very 

utilitarian approach to the scholarly literature.27 They often use findings and methods without a full 

consideration of context, and they rarely have patience with the internecine squabbles and debates, 

which, in the end, do help advance the field.  This tendency to interact with the academic side of the 

field in an ad hoc manner is exacerbated by the increasing specialization in the field.  If formal 

modelers and qualitative scholars fail to communicate with one another, then how can we expect 

analysts and policy professionals to engage in subtle differentiations and weighing of various methods 

and approaches? 
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THE GROWING GAP BETWEEN POLICY AND SCHOLARSHIP 

Much of the preceding discussing has focused on academic approaches to security studies.  

Of course, this is. only half the picture since a significant portion of the work on security is 

commissioned and produced for or within the policy community.  Unfortunately, in recent years a gap 

has emerged between academic scholarship and policy concerns.  This gap harms both communities. 

Thomas Schelling has spoken about how his work became influential in the early 1960s.  He 

and a group of colleagues were working on arms control at time when, after the Cuban Missile Crisis, 

the policy community suddenly took an interest in the issue.  This suggests a large measure of 

serendipity in developing a nexus between academia and policy.  However, this interpretation ignores 

various properties of Schelling's work which made it conducive to influencing policy. 

Schelling's work was influential largely for three reasons.  First, it was written in clear 

accessible prose.  Second, it was extremely provocative intellectually.  Third, it did not attempt to 

affect a value-neutral posture; rather, Schelling's approach, fundamentally, sought to consider the value 

of arms control for the United States. 

Much of the academic scholarship today, however, is written in exactly the opposite fashion.  

First, in a quest for increased rigor and progressivity, the academic security studies  literature has 

become increasingly arcane and methodologically complex.  Second, although current research 

remains provocative, it is not as provocative to a generalist as the work of Schelling's generation.  

Although some might argue this situation is a natural response to the existence of a post-Cold War 

"lull" in concern over national security, the main problem arises from the fact that much current 

academic research is so narrow and inaccessible that it is difficult to make linkages to other areas of 

concern.  Third, the security literature, now, tends to be only tangentially related to U.S. national 

security goals.  Instead, mainstream security scholars tend to be more interested in providing "value-

neutral," social scientific, generalizable explanations of recurrent phenomena. 

Similarly, much of the security research done by the government has become more 

specialized.  With the post-Cold War budget cuts, discretionary spending on forward looking or open 



ended research projects has diminished.  With the notable exception of work commissioned by 

Andrew Marshall's Office of Net Assessment, the public sector research community now produces 

mostly boilerplate or specialized findings with no generalizable conclusions.28 This is in sharp contrast 

to the 1950s and 1960s when RAND's work had mainstream academic repercussions and a 

significant policy impact.  Today there is no work to parallel the contributions of Bernard Brodie, 

Henry Kissinger, or Robert Osgood in the 1950s.29 This increasing divide is unfortunate.  Scholars 

generally work under fewer time constraints and therefore can consider issues in greater depth.  They 

can also produce analyses distinct from and broader than immediate policy concerns.  Finally, scholars 

can often bring a much needed objectivity to the table.  Their views can make an important 

contribution to policy formulation.  By the same token, policy professionals can help academics direct 

their research toward compelling policy problems, and often illuminate new areas of research. 

It is easy to overstate this gap between academia and the policy world.  Many prominent 

scholars contribute to such highly visible journals as Foreign Affairs, Foreign Policy, and The National 

Interest.  In addition, academics often write for the op-ed pages of major newspapers.  Furthermore, 

scholars contribute policy-relevant articles in many mainstream academic journals -most notably, 
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International Security, Security Studies, Journal of Strategic Studies, and Political Science Quarterly.  

Finally, there are several journals which seek to bridge the gap between the academic and policy 

worlds, among them, Survival, The National Security Studies Quarterly, and Current History. 

However, providing an extensive lists of the fora in which scholars contribute to the policy 

debate understates the gap.  For example, scholars who write for Foreign Affairs and for the op-ed 

pages of major newspapers rarely connect their findings to rigorous academic research.  They are 

writing not as scholars, but as interested and informed observers.  Similarly, many of the "policy-

relevant" contributions to the mainstream academic journals are only policy-relevant to the authors 

themselves.  They make virtually no contribution to policy formulation.  For instance, over the past 

several years, the journal International Security has published a number of articles on ethnic 

conflict.30 Ethnic conflict is an important area of research, and is, conceptually, policy relevant.  

However, in the policy community the interest in ethnic conflict is largely limited to providing a check 

list of warning indicators which might give advance warning about situations in which the U.S. might 

be called upon to intervene. 

The debate over the future of security studies will have a significant effect on whether this 

gap between policy and academia narrows or widens.  At present, thinking about the meaning of 

"security" in the two communities has similarities and differences.  As a result it is difficult to ascertain 

whether the gap will narrow or expand in coming years. 

 In the policy community, the debate over the meaning of security has a strong bureaucratic 

flavor.  Although some critics of the Clinton Administration have claimed that the president has tried to 

divert defense funds by charging DoD with all sort of non-defense missions, observers will also note 

that the Department has been quite active in trying to expand its own mandate.  The Department of 

Defense has established itself as player in the 6'environmental security" area, and the Army, in 
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particular, has tried to incorporate a significant portion of the "widener" agenda into its future 

planning.31 Army officers commonly discuss such issues as modifying the Posse Comitatus Act - which 

bars the military from domestic law enforcement activities - in an effort to deal with a new generation 

of "grey" threats emanating from the collapse of civil government in the wake of transnational crime 

and population  movements, environmental degradation, and so on.32  Other agencies have also tried 

to cash in, literally, on this interest new security threats.  Even the Environmental Protection Agency 

has established a non-proliferation office to deal with the potential spread of biotoxins. 

This bureaucratic response is to be expected, of course, at a time when federal spending 

remains effectively capped.  But this bureaucratic response is also caused by a fear of future 

recriminations.  No agency head wants to risk being brought before Congress and asked to explain 

why his or her agency failed to foresee the rise of some new threat to the national interest.  As a result, 

the public sector is "thinking" about the new security environment in an ad hoc, decentralized way, 

with the goal being bureaucratic advancement rather than the development of coherent or meaningful 

distinctions. 

 

RECASTING THE DEBATE AND ADVANCING THE FEELD 

With public sector thinking fragmented, and academic considerations tom by methodological 

and substantive divisions, it seems as if the future of security studies is bleak.  Certainly, if trends 

continue, the field will fragment and divide into a number of different research agendas, none of which 

inform the others.  If that is the case, then the current multidisciplinary nature of the field may 

exacerbate its demise.  Scholars on ethnic conflict may find themselves drawn toward anthropology.  

Military culture scholars may end up working largely within the sociological literature.  Similarly, 

economic security may fall within the purview of economics and business, information warfare may 

gravitate to electronic and computer engineering, and so on. 
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Some may look at this potential collapse of the discipline as beneficial.  What, after all, does 

security studies, as a multidisciplinary field of study provide in terms of value added?  Why should 

infowar policy not be made by people with a technical knowledge of the problem? 

Some reviews of the security studies literature have made a call for intellectual coherence.33 

But coherence for the sake of coherence is untenable, it is merely a bureaucratic process of dividing 

turf.  What does coherence mean and why is it beneficial? 

The security studies literature, at its best, provides an analysis of strategic interaction on issues 

which threaten or affect the core values of relevant actors.  This analysis is linked to a textured, 

multidisciplinary consideration of interest formation and constraints on policy choice.  In short, security 

studies considers strategic choices and resulting interactions arising from the threat, use, and control of 

potent means to safeguard key interests and values.  The field's focus on issues which affect or 

threaten core values explains the linkage to the use of organized violence.  But by the same token, the 

field is not about the military, per se. 

 At the conceptual level, this focus on strategic interaction allows security scholars to bring to 

bear their knowledge and techniques for analyzing a wide range of policy choices' associated with 

security studies.  Deterrence theory can be applied, for instance, to analyzing military threats posed 

by peer competitors, the possibility of influencing terrorist groups, and the formation of defensive and 

offensive information warfare policy.  Insights from the civil-military relations literature can help 

advise or understand different arguments on the role for the military in dealing with non-conventional 

threats. 

By contrast, there is little in the existing literature that can help scholars and policymakers 

either understand or form policy in health care or environmental protection.  Once there is an 

opposing actor, of course, the security studies field has a viable role.  The field does speak to the 

possibility of a terrorist use of biological weapons, or the possibility of environmentally motivated 

conflict.  However, the field has nothing to add to discussions about disease and global warming as 

general phenomena. 
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In the final analysis, a field of study is valuable as an academic discipline to the extent that it 

is able to answer compelling intellectual and empirical puzzles.  In terms of policy, a field is important 

to the extent that it can provide plausible and effective policy guidance.  If "security" is changing in 

such a way as to make previous findings in a field useless, that is a recommendation to eliminate the 

field, not to try to redefine it.  However, contemplating this bleak scenario is premature.  There 

remain intellectually compelling problems in the security studies literature, and, of course, there are 

many potentially hostile actors in the world to ensure that the policy community will remain interested 

in findings related to the use of instruments of coercion. 

Security studies currently faces a crisis of confidence.  The field is fragmented and under 

attack from would-be reformers.  In order to meet this challenge, the field should take several steps to 

remain effective and relevant. 

First, the field needs to focus on issues which current research and methods are capable of 

addressing fruitfully.  This focus is the standard of intellectual coherence the field needs, not some 

overly-simple definition revolving around the use of military force.  Security studies, for instance, is 

able to address information warfare effectively. 

Second, scholars must work harder at uniting the different methodological approaches in the 

field.  Formal modelers might read the qualitative literature and try to formalize the logic and 

conclusions.  Conversely, qualitative scholars should examine the modeling literature and try to test the 

findings through process-tracing.  Both formal modelers and qualitative scholars should also try to 

remain familiar with the findings of quantitative studies.  The democratic peace literature is a good 

model in these respects. 

Third, scholars should continue to make us of the findings of other disciplines.  History and 

psychology are now both firmly embedded into the security studies field.  There is still room to 

integrate management and organizational theory, economics, sociology and anthropology, and 

philosophy. 

 



Fourth, scholars must reach out to the policy community.  The impetus for bridging the gap 

between these two communities will simply not come from practitioners who are, as a rule, too busy 

and too focused on immediate problems to seek out insights in the scholarly literature.  Scholars must 

learn to derive and apply their findings in a clear, concise, and immediately relevant manner. This is 

not a call for more academics to write opinion pieces, but rather for scholars to seeks ways to apply 

their research to compelling policy problems. 

Finally, the field as a whole should remain wary of faddish inconsistency.  At the very least, 

scholars in the field should be careful about changing their research agendas in order to follow the 

changing interests of several prominent foundations.  Some foundations seem to have accepted an 

inconsistent and possibly temporary redefinition of security as encompassing all threats to human 

dignity whether or not these are related to any particular threatening actor.  Unfortunately the field as 

a whole is ill-equipped to deal with these sorts of questions, and pursuing them can only weaken the 

effectiveness and intellectual coherence of the field. 

Security studies remains important, and the canon of key problems and research questions 

has undoubtedly expanded since the end of the Cold War.  But if the traditionalists are wrong in 

insisting on a continued focus on military threats, there is a greater risk in widening the field 

thoughtlessly or in deference to political or financial imperatives.  If security scholars can learn to 

speak to one another and to policy practitioners, the future of the field remains bright. 

 

NEW CONCEPTS OF SECURITY AND THE AMERICAS 

Over the past year, the debate over the meaning of security has become more vociferous. This is 

particular true in the Americas, where many observers have correctly noted that traditional security 

concerns were relatively low on the list of threats faced by the states in the region.  An examination 

of the events of 1998 and 1999 would instead point to the destabilizing and destructive effects of 

currency depreciations, crime and drug trafficking, and, in Central America, the weather.  But 

although these issues were probably the most important political problems facing the region, does it 



make sense to refer to them as security problems?  In order to assess this question, this article 

consider each of the issue areas briefly. 

 

Currency Instability 

In September 1998, currency speculators began attacking the Brazilian real.  The uncertainty 

spread quickly, and within weeks, "billions of dollars fled the nations financial system.”34  This depleted 

Brazil's foreign reserves and caused rise in short-term interest rates.  The unsettled situation -has 

continued into 1999, with the real falling from 1.21 real to the U.S. dollar to a low of 2.00 in March.35  

Brazil's financial weakness has spawned fears that it will adopt "beggar thy neighbor" policies of 

dumping exports on the other Latin American economies. 

Currency fluctuations, of course, have had significant effects in the Pacific rim as well, where 

several Southeast Asian countries still have not recovered from the up to thirty percent decline in GDP 

brought about by the Asian financial crisis.  Indeed, the financial crisis has all but removed traditional 

security concerns from the regional agenda a mere five years after some analysts were casting anxious 

glances at the region as the locus of a significant arms race.  In many ways, the financial crisis have 

served as one of the most effective arms control measure in the post-Cold War era.  This view of 

financial crisis as a form of arms control, however, ignores the immense human suffering the economic 

downturn has wrought. 

Would redefining currency crises as security rather than economic crises alter either their 

effect or the success of attempted solutions?  The label "security" does ensure that the issue receives 

attention and resources.  But in this case, the currency instability is already at the center of Brazilian 

concerns, just as similar problems largely displaced the traditional security agenda in Southeast Asia.  

In this case, the label would only serve to ratify the existing ordering of concerns rather than lead to 

any new focus.  Seeing the problem through the lens of security studies would suggest trying to fired 
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a hostile actor and try to influence his behavior.  But in this case, attempting to personalize the 

conflict by blaming speculators or even specific individuals as when Malaysian Prime Minister 

Mahathir Mohamad blamed George Soros for his country's financial problem would only exacerbate 

the problems.  The financial crises which have struck the Pacific rim and Latin America are 

fundamentally structural.  They inhere in the structural weaknesses of many developing world 

economies overburdened with debt and squeezed by the pressures of an increasingly globalized 

marketplace, and in the structure of an international financial system with few safeguard and relatively 

slow moving, and reacting regulatory institutions.  These problems are not amenable to security 

analysis, nor are they likely to be solved by existing security establishments. 

In short, in the case of financial crises, the security construct is of limited utility.  Not , only 

are financial issues already at the center of the political concerns of decision makers around the 

world, but viewing the problem through a security lens might only serve to obfuscate the key barriers 

to a successful solution.  Currency instability does pose a fundamental threat to the wellbeing of 

states and individuals alike, but defining the problem as a security concern will do little to alleviate the 

suffering it causes. 

 

Crime and Drug Trafficking 

Scholars and analysts of Latin America have identified crime and drug trafficking as key 

challenges for the region.  In the United States, this issue has long been considered a security concern.  

For over a decade, the United States has waged a highly publicized "war on drugs," which has 

included stepped up domestic law enforcement activities and increased direct and indirect aid to Latin 

American nations for fighting drug organizations. 

As a result, the issue of drugs is one in which the traditional interpretation of security has 

already been extended.  After over a decade of the "War on drugs" it is legitimate to ask whether the 

"securitization" of this issue has served to ameliorate the associated problems or exacerbate them. 

First, it is clear that defining drug use and the effects of the drug infrastructure on governments, 

including corruption and terror, has served to focus attention on the problem.  In the early 1980s, the 



U.S. public opinion was continuing a decade-long movement toward decriminalization of some drugs, 

most notably marijuana, and cocaine was becoming increasingly fashionable among a wide variety of 

American elites.  The effects on Latin American were also becoming more significant with the rise of 

more formally organized criminal organizations feeding this U.S. demand.  By the late 1990s, drug use 

has dropped in the United States at many levels of society, and certainly the anti -drug campaigns have 

managed to strip the glamor from drug use.  The effects on Latin America, however, are less clear.  

Several countries are struggling against the pernicious. effects of drug money in their political systems.  

Military cooperation with the United State on counter-drug missions has increased, but the effects on 

the ground are difficult to assess. 

The problem with "securitizing" the fight against drugs is that it has served to obfuscate the 

fact that the problem is not associated with individuals or groups.  During the 1980s, the Medellin 

drug cartel was badly hurt by stepped up anti-drug efforts, but ultimately, any restraints to the 

production or distribution capabilities of the Medellin cartel were more than made up for by the rise 

of the Cali cartel and other organizations.  Drugs networks and -economically motivated crime 

increase because of the existence of an underlying market for the drugs.  As long as the market and 

demand exist, the results of the "war on drugs" will be paradoxical.  Success raises prices which in 

turn will tempt new groups to enter the industry.  The problem is an economic one, not a security 

one.  Although calling it a security issue may make more resources available, it also suggests an 

improper analytical lens.  Furthermore, for the countries in the Latin America, many of which are 

struggling to develop stable and lasting democratic cultures, there is a fundamental danger in 

encouraging the security establishment to be more active in domestic law enforcement and politics.  

Securitizing an issue has real costs as well as benefits. 

 

Climate Change and Environmental Degradation 

One the most difficult issues to assess in terms of the security framework is climate change 

and environmental degradation.  Clearly, these issues has security implications, even in 



the classic meaning of security.  States have historically fought over resources, and to the extent that 

weather issues contribute to scarcity, they may be a prominent cause of war in the future.  The claim 

that environmental issues represent a security concerns is broader than that, however.  Some would 

argue that because climate change can directly affect the well-being of individuals through droughts, 

storms, flooding, and so on -- the issue is inherently a security issue. 

Unfortunately, climate change is not really amenable fitting within the -security paradigm.  

Although defining it as a security issue may spur more attention to environmental issues, the security 

framework does not provide any clear analytical leverage.  Furthermore, it is not clear that existing 

security establishments are best placed to help solve the problem.  Certainly, the military is well 

placed to aid in humanitarian relief in the wake on environmental disasters, but if this issue is going to 

remain important, it behooves the affected states to develop targeted, civil relief organizations 

capable of meeting needs.  These organization need not be narrowly national, but instead could 

involve some sort of hemispheric-wide body trained and equipped for emergency response. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

There is an on-going debate over the meaning of security.  While some observers would like 

to redefine security in order to lay greater claim to resources and attention, this redefinition would 

entail real costs.  The security paradigm is simply not appropriate to many of the emerging issues, 

and furthermore', it is not clear that existing security institutions are the most useful in solving the new 

issues.  There are thus real tradeoffs in rethinking security in non-traditional ways. 


































































































































































































































