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school boundaries into anthropology, criminology, human geography, and sociology rather 
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1 Critical Theory and security

Abstract

-

Introduction

-
cance appending the word ‘critical’ to ‘security studies’ has been interpreted in several dif-
ferent ways. One particular school of thought – known variously as ‘Critical Security 
Studies’, ‘CSS’ (upper case), or sometimes as the ‘Welsh School’ of security studies (see 

range of theoretical, methodological, and normative implications. One proponent has 
summed up these implications as entailing the ‘Broadening’, ‘Deepening’, ‘Extending’, 
and ‘Focusing’ of security studies (Wyn Jones 1999: 166): ‘Broadening’ refers to a con-
ception of security studies that includes a range of issues beyond military force under the 
rubric of security. ‘Deepening’ implies a theoretical approach to security that connects our 
understandings of security to deeply rooted assumptions about the nature of political life 
more generally. ‘Extending’ denotes the expansion of the security studies agenda to recog-
nise not only a multiplicity of issues, but also a multiplicity of actors beyond the state as 
sites of insecurity including, most fundamentally, individual human beings. Finally, CSS 
claims to provide an approach to security that is ultimately ‘focused’ in the sense that it is 
grounded in a particular normative goal: that of human ‘emancipation’.

This self-styled Critical approach to security departs radically from more conventional 
(or ‘traditional’) approaches to security for reasons that are discussed in more detail later in 
the chapter. However, while some of the moves made by the Welsh School’s Critical 
Security Studies/CSS-project are shared by the other approaches gathered under the critical 
umbrella, other commitments entailed in its relation of Critical Theory and security have 
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-
ical Security Studies’ is far from universally accepted.

Box 1.1 ‘Critical security studies’ – what’s in a name?!

Studies/CSS’ (upper case) and ‘critical security studies/css’ (lower case). Why is this distinc-

Generally speaking, security scholars use CSS/css in a manner parallel to a broader distinc-
tion made between forms of critical social theory. ‘Critical Theory’ (upper case) is convention-
ally used to denote a Marxian tradition of theorising that includes elements of Marx’s philosophy 
– most notably his invocation to not only ‘interpret the world’ but to ‘change it’ – but also 
several efforts to reinterpret and offset some of the more deterministic aspects of Marx’s thought. 
In particular, the thinkers associated with the so-called ‘Frankfurt School’ of Critical Theory 
sought to extend Marx’s critique of capitalism from its focus on economics to a concern with 
issues ranging from popular culture, psychoanalysis, and technology. Proponents of CSS, such 
as Ken Booth and Richard Wyn Jones – tend to reserve the use of the term ‘Critical Security 

-
tion of Critical Theory as well as interpretations of this tradition within the study of International 
Relations (IR) more broadly. The use of the lower-case ‘critical theory’ is generally used in the 
social sciences to identify a more diverse range of ideas and approaches that includes Marxian-
inspired thought but is far from limited to it and even challenges it in some respects. Whereas the 
former has a particular (emancipatory) purpose, the latter is more heterogeneous in its concerns 
and goals. A good way for readers to get at this contrast further is to compare the interpretations 
of the term Critical Security Studies taken by Booth (2007) and Wyn Jones (1999) with the mul-
tiple interpretations of the term used in Krause and Williams (1997).

More recently there has been an attempt to distinguish the CSS ‘School’ by its geographical 
origin. Since the key proponents of CSS – Booth and Wyn Jones – both put forward their ren-
dering of Critical Theory and security whilst at Aberystwyth in West Wales, some have sug-
gested referring to it as the ‘Welsh School’ of security studies (see CASE 2006) as a counterpart 
to various other ‘schools’ of security thought.

From ‘traditional’ to ‘critical’ security studies

The CSS-project has its broad origins in Peace Studies (or Peace Research), which aimed 
to develop ‘new thinking’ about the Cold War stand-off that threatened nuclear annihila-
tion, and its emergence is also linked to the development of a ‘critical turn’ in international 
studies more broadly. As Peace Studies evolved in the 1980s it increasingly began to focus 
not only on the achievement of ‘negative peace’ (the absence of war) but also the idea of 
‘positive peace’ – the pursuit of social and economic justice as means of addressing under-

such as health, economic welfare, and environmental stability as well as its previous focus 
on military issues such as nuclear weapons, and this ‘broad’ perspective has been a key 

encourage a ‘comprehensive’ view of security within the CSS-project, and simultaneously 
developments in ‘Critical International Theory’ crucially informed its attitude towards the 
study of security. At the beginning of the 1980s, the International Relations theorist Robert 
Cox argued that the study of world politics could be divided into two categories: ‘Problem-
Solving Theory’ and ‘Critical Theory’.
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, Cox argued, takes the nature of world politics as a ‘given’. In 
other words, it assumes that there are a number of actors and issues that we should always 
focus upon. In security studies, this was traditionally manifested in the assumption that 
states are key actors in world politics, and that war between states is the central problem to 
be ‘solved’ in world politics.

Cox argued that , by contrast, should critically interrogate the Traditional 

assuming that world politics is simply a range of problems – such as the problem of war 
between states – to be resolved, we risk missing out on key dimensions of world politics 

legitimate the ‘problems’ we set out to study. What we should be doing is critically interro-
gating the way that the is set up.

Fundamentally, Cox argued, Problem-Solving and Critical Theory can also be distin-
guished by their approaches to knowledge (Cox 1981). Whereas Problem-Solving Theory 
assumes that scholars can attain and produce knowledge of the world in an objective and 
value-neutral fashion, Critical Theory assumes that because academic analysts are neces-
sarily embedded within the social world they seek to analyse, knowledge has an inherently 
social character. Hence there is no easy distinction that can be made between ‘facts’ and 
‘values’. When building a theory or presenting an argument, we necessarily concentrate on 
some ‘facts’ and not others, highlight certain issues, and cover others in less detail or not at 
all. All of these decisions will be affected by our own social position, education, beliefs, 
and so on. The way that we as analysts choose to piece these elements together to either 

an act that is, consciously or not, built upon a series of choices as to what counts as import-
ant and what does not. In turn, the ways that particular theories interpret and present the 
world will have consequent effects for how others view it, how decisions get made, where 
we devote our attention, how resources get distributed, and so on. This led Cox, drawing 
on the ideas of Antonio Gramsci (see Box 1.4), to make his now famous pronouncement 
that ‘theory is always  someone and  some purpose’ (1981: 128).

If we apply this perspective to the discipline of security studies, it has far-reaching
implications. Security studies originally developed with the explicit mandate of solving the 
problem of war and instability in world politics. It had clear objects of analysis – states – 
and a clear goal – explaining why states go to war. One of the key exponents of this vision 
of security studies, Stephen Walt, has succinctly argued that ‘security studies may be 

Walt advised that security studies was best understood as the study of ‘the conditions that 
make the use of force more likely, the ways that the use of force affects individuals, states 

engage in war’ (1991: 212, emphasis in original).
This view of security studies, which originates from Neo-Realist International Relations 

theory, is what has become known to its critics in CSS as ‘Traditional Security Studies’. As 
in Problem-Solving theory, the central problem to be addressed (war) is already assumed in 
this view, as are the key actors (states). Although Walt makes reference to individuals and 
societies, he leaves us in no doubt that their security is predicated upon the policies adopted 
by states and that states should, by consequence, be the primary area of concern for secur-
ity studies.

In keeping with the Coxian approach, critics of the ‘Traditional’ approach argue that 
this narrowly focused problem-solving approach has several weaknesses. They claim 
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that Traditional security studies tends to accept the world ‘as it is’, assuming that analysts 
simply produce knowledge about the world ‘out there’. Traditional security studies assumes 
a number of ‘enduring features’ of world politics, most prominently it assumes war 
between states as the enduring recurrent feature of the international system. So in other 
words, Traditional security studies accepts (i) the state, (ii) the ‘anarchic’ nature of the 
international system (the idea that there is no higher authority or actor above the state 
level), and hence that (iii) wars between states are an inherent feature of the international 
system. During the Cold War in particular, these factors tended to be taken-for-granted
starting points for the study of security.

Scholars operating within the CSS framework argue that accepting war as the fact of 
international life . Think about the logic here: if we begin from the 
assumption that war is a natural feature of international life, then we are perpetually limited 
to efforts to constrain it. Following the broader critical move within Critical International 
Relations theory espoused by Cox, what CSS argues is that we need to be sceptical about 

importance, are but one among a multitude of contemporary security issues. Instead of the 
‘problem-solving approach’ proponents of CSS have called for a study of security that 
‘goes beyond problem-solving the status quo and instead seeks to help engage with 
the problem the status quo’ (Booth 2005a: 10).

A primary objection to the traditional approach is that it is too narrowly focused on the 
military security of states (what is often referred to as ‘state-centrism’ or ‘statism’). In 
doing so it paints a static picture of international life that claims to simply portray the world 
‘as it is’, but also makes a powerful political statement in assuming that fundamental 
change in the nature of world politics is virtually impossible. After the end of the Cold 

-

centric security focus and these have helped inform the emergence of CSS.
First the contention is that state-centrism is : in other words, that it 

is an incomplete description of the nature of contemporary world politics. Following the 

the biggest issue in world politics. In the 1990s, the frequency of wars (rather than 
between) states led some to coin the concept of ‘New Wars’ (Kaldor 1999), to describe con-

the former Yugoslavia, Somalia, Rwanda, and 
later in Sudan. In this context the Traditional focus on wars between states seemed poorly 
equipped to grasp either the localised nature of new wars or the ways in which they are 

Second was that state-centrism often acts as a : in other words 

argued to uphold the liberty of their citizens; but in many parts of the ‘developing world’ 
states can be the biggest threat to the liberty, human rights, and lives of their citizens. Some 
peace theorists have argued that in many cases, states can be a source of –
that states are often a major cause of poverty and repression for their citizens (Galtung 1996). 
Drawing on this line of thinking, scholars such as Richard Wyn Jones argue that we should 
approach the traditional assumption of the state as protector of its citizens with caution:

Even if a very narrow, military understanding of security is applied, it is apparent that 
the arms purchased and powers accrued by governments in the name of national secur-
ity are far more potent threats to the liberty and physical safety of their citizens than 
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any putative external threat. This is true not only of states in the disadvantaged South 

military threats is applied, it is clear that many states are deeply implicated in the crea-
tion of other forms of insecurity for their own populations, for example, in such issues 
as food and environmental security.

(1999: 99)

Likewise, Ken Booth has noted that ‘to countless millions of people in the world it is 
their own state, and not “The Enemy” that is the primary security threat’ (1991: 318).

Third, radical political economists – such as dependency theorists and World Systems 
theorists – have long argued that the state system as a whole is actually a major 

because international capitalism 
creates a system of winners and losers in the global economy. State-centrism tacitly justi-

dependency in many parts of the world:

the relative security of the inhabitants of the North is purchased at the price of chronic 
insecurity for the vast majority of the world population [. . .] So, far from being a 
necessary condition for the good life, statism appears to be one of the main sources of 
insecurity – part of the problem rather than the solution.

(Wyn Jones 1999: 99)

CSS: key concepts and core ideas

With these kinds of criticisms in mind, an emerging literature in the 1990s argued that the 
concept of security in the post-Cold War era needed to be reconceptualised, and ‘Welsh 

Box 1.2 Key concepts in CSS

: An ontological assumption – challenged by CSS – that holds the state 
to be both the primary actor in world politics and the provider of security, which leads in turn 
to a political orientation that holds national (state) security to be the pre-eminent value.

:

1999: 166).
Emancipation: The ‘freeing of people (as individuals and groups) from those physical and 
human constraints which stop them carrying out what they would freely choose to do’ (Booth 
1991: 319).

: ‘Immanent critique involves identifying those features in concrete situ-
ations (such as positive dynamics, agents, key struggles) that have emancipatory possibilities, 
then working through the politics (tactics and strategies) to strengthen them’ (Booth 2007: 
250).

: The idea that theories of security inform security practices and vice 
versa, leading to the contention that ‘reconceptualized understandings of security and strategy 
might aid the transformation of real-world practices’ (Wyn Jones 1999: 167).

studies. CSS is based on three core ideas that links it to a broader critical move in security 
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studies, and one additional key principle dealt with in the following section – ‘Emancipa-
tion’ – which tends to be seen as the distinguishing feature of the CSS-project and is more 
divisive.

Understanding security as a ‘derivative concept’

That is, the view of security we have derives from the way in which we see the world and 
the way we think politics works: what we think of as the most important features of world 

fundamental importance. One would think that academics and analysts working within the 

In one sense there must be a minimal shared understanding of the term security given that 

Booth argued that ‘ “Security” means “the absence of threats” ’.

of related questions that are among the most contested (and most interesting) within the 

-

Traditional security studies, by taking the security of the state as its central concern, 
assumes ready-made answers to each of these questions. So, for example, the view of 
security that dominated the Cold War – Neo-Realism – focused on the threat of nuclear 
war and the security of states, because this was derived from a focus on the political 

from a Neo-Realist worldview and its emphasis on the ‘anarchic’ nature of the interna-
tional system. Different worldviews give rise to different conceptions of security. 
This is not something which is usually acknowledged in a Realist/Neo-Realist perspec-
tive, which assumes ‘national security’ to be a universal value. From a Coxian-critical 
perspective this worldview is itself derived from the theories of white, Western, and 
pre-dominantly male academics working within a particular context. ‘Security’, from 
the point of view of a refugee in Sudan, for example, is likely to mean something  
very different. Expanding the point, theories that challenge Neo-Realism’s emphasis on 
the state as the referent object consequently give rise to different conceptions of 
security.

A broadened security agenda

CSS argues that military force, although important, is not the only potential threat to secur-
ity, that other threats are equally worthy of consideration, and that the end of the Cold War 
allowed space to give consideration to these alternative threats that were generally margin-

Buzan in his book Buzan (1991) argues that security analysts 
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economic, political, and societal. The basic point that those within the CSS-project bor-
rowed from Buzan was that in the contemporary world, people are threatened by a multi-
tude of issues: yes war, but also poverty, famine, political oppression, and environmental 
degradation to name but a few.

The individual as the ‘referent object’ of security

concept of ‘referent object’ denotes that which is threatened. Within traditional security 

straightforward: security studies is all about securing one particular object (the state) 
from forces that threaten its existence (most prominently war). Although those within 
CSS concur with Buzan that security studies needs to widen its focus to include non-
military dimensions, they argue that he does not go far enough because Buzan’s work 
still exclusively focused on the state as its referent object As Richard Wyn Jones noted, 
the title  is arresting but also misleading. ‘ “States and Fear” is a 
more accurate representation of Barry Buzan’s ultimate focus in that work’, Wyn Jones 
argues (1999: 112) because Buzan’s broadening only accounted for the ways in which 
non-military issues such as environmental degradation and economic crisis might 
threaten the state. As we saw previously, CSS takes such state-centrism to be problem-
atic. By contrast, what Booth and Wyn Jones want to argue is that military, environ-
mental, economic, political, and societal threats affect people
Chapter 8). States are, at base, human communities; therefore the ultimate referents of 
security should be the human beings that make up the state, not the state itself in some 
abstract sense. In a similar vein, Bill McSweeney has asserted that ‘security must make 
sense at the basic level of the individual human being for it to make sense at the interna-
tional level’ (1999: 16). In short, proponents of CSS argue that security, fundamentally, 
should refer ultimately to the ‘corporeal, material existence and experiences of human 
beings’ (Wyn Jones 1999: 23).

Emancipation, community, identity

These three elements – security as a derivative concept, the idea of a broadened security 
agenda, and challenging the assumption of the state as the referent object of security – 
might be said to be common points of discussion in all the ‘critical’ approaches to secur-
ity that we look at in this book. They are addressed not only by the ‘Welsh School’ 
formed around Ken Booth and Richard Wyn Jones, but also (albeit to differing degrees) 
by poststructuralists, proponents of securitization theory, gender, and postcolonial 
approaches. However, the idea of security as a ‘derivative concept’ applies as much to 
the ‘Critical’ approach to security as it does to its traditional counterpart. As well as orig-
inating in ideas drawn from Peace Studies and the ‘critical turn’ in International Rela-
tions theory, the argument for thinking of security as ‘emancipation’ links CSS to the 
broader tradition of Critical Theory and several concepts and ideas derived from Marxian 
thought.
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Box 1.3 CSS and critical theory

Although associated with several strands of political thought as well a variety of social move-
ments (see Nederveen Pieterse 1992), the concept of emancipation is usually seen to hold 

to rethink the relationship between ‘freedom’ and ‘necessity’. Marx believed that under rela-
tions of capitalism, human beings subject themselves to a range of unnecessary constraints 
(servitude, wage labour, exploitation), which appear as ‘necessities’ but from which we can 
and should become emancipated. The concept was later taken up by a group of German social 
theorists in the interwar years known as the Frankfurt School – inclusive of thinkers such as 
Max Horkheimer (1895–1973), Theodor Adorno (1903–1969), Herbert Marcuse (1898–1979) 
and Jürgen Habermas (1929–) (for an overview, see Held 2004) – who sought to develop a 
form of ‘Critical Theory’ aimed at illuminating the prospects for emancipation in society.

The Critical Theory tradition, in a very broad sense, looks to identify those aspects of 
modern life, culture, and technology that constrain and enable human freedom, and the work 
of Richard Wyn Jones (1999) in particular looks to this tradition to inform the ‘Critical’ in 
Critical Security Studies. The CSS conception of emancipation is not built around a static or 
monolithic vision of an ideal society: ‘even if a more emancipated order is brought into exist-
ence, the process of emancipation remains incomplete. There is always room for improvement; 

the concept of , also associated with the Frankfurt School, has come to be 
central to the CSS-project both as a normative and methodological orientation. Broadly speak-
ing, the term refers to a strategy utilising critique in order to identify potentialities that are 

-
ent contradictions. Thus, for example, the CSS-project might be regarded at a general level as 
an immanent critique of security studies that seeks to retrieve and expand the potential of 

security’ regularly impinges upon the security of individuals.

As well as building on the three elements outlined in the previous section, Booth and 
Wyn Jones seek to add a fourth principle: the principle of ‘emancipation’. They argue that 
Critical Security Studies should have a purpose, and that its purpose should be the trans-
formation of society itself into a more secure and emancipated form.

Emancipation

At base, proponents of CSS argue that the corporeal, material existence of human beings 
should be the central focus of security studies: that is, security should ultimately be con-
cerned with the real world security of human beings. Consequently, for CSS, the study of 
security should seek to illuminate the wide range of constraints on human well-being that 
exist in many parts of the world, and challenge the forms of security knowledge and prac-
tices that perpetuate these constraints.

Locating this goal within a broader tradition of Critical Theory (see Box 1.3), Ken 
Booth outlined the contours of an ‘emancipation-oriented’ approach to security in a seminal 
1991 article entitled ‘Security and Emancipation’. Here Booth argues that:

‘Security’ means the absence of threats. Emancipation is the freeing of people (as indi-
viduals and groups) from those physical and human constraints which stop them carry-
ing out what they would freely choose to do. War and the threat of war is one of those 
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constraints, together with poverty, poor education, political oppression and so on. 
Security and emancipation are two sides of the same coin. Emancipation, not power or 
order, produces true security. Emancipation, theoretically, is security.

(319)

What Booth argues here is that if we broaden the security agenda to include issues like 
poverty and education, then we are necessarily getting involved in the general well-being of 
societies (hence the ‘broadening’ and ‘extending’ of security are inherently related). People 
will feel secure not just through protection from military threats, but also through protection 
from the threat of poverty, ill-health, environmental degradation, and so on. Similarly, Richard 
Wyn Jones argues that the welfare of individual human beings – that is their freedom from 
both military and non-military threats – needs to be placed at the centre of the security studies 
agenda. We should study security, Booth and Wyn Jones argue, in order to learn more about 
how individuals can maximise their freedom from threats. The more secure people are from 
the threats of war, poverty, and oppression, the more emancipated they will be and vice versa.

This necessarily leads to a more expansive conception of security that is more than 
simply ‘survival’. In the traditional approach to security, state survival is assumed to equate 
to security for all. Yet for the various reasons outlined in the previous section CSS critiques 

-
vival’. Booth argues that ‘Survival is being alive; security is living’, or, as he puts it else-
where, security is equivalent to : security is ‘an instrumental value in that it 
allows individuals and groups (to a relative degree) to establish the conditions of existence 
with some expectations of constructing a human life beyond the merely animal’ (Booth 
2007: 106–107). Survival merely implies the continuance of existence in conditions where 
life is threatened, whereas security denotes a genuine absence of threats and the consequent 
maximisation not only of an individual’s life-chances but also of their life-choices. Booth 
and Wyn Jones therefore argue that when we think about security, we are also engaging in 

-
tions of roles of community and identity in the achievement of security.

Community and identity

The broadening of the security agenda and the ‘referent object’ debate have opened up a 
lively debate between the various critical approaches to security as to what the referent 
object(s) of security should be. As is discussed in Chapter 5, the focus of the ‘Welsh 
School’ on the human being as the ultimate referent of security has left it open to charges 
of methodological individualism. Wyn Jones (1999) argues that this need not necessarily 
follow from a focus on human emancipation. He recognises that individual identity is a 
central aspect of what it means to be human, and that by consequence the constitutive rela-
tionship between ‘identity, security and community’ requires CSS to engage with the 
nature of political groupings that exist within concrete historical circumstances:

Identity never occurs in the singular . . . The human condition is one of overlapping 
identities; that is, each person has a number of different identities, all (potentially) in 

a focus on individuals strongly discourages any tendency to reify human identity; it 

(1999: 116)
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Although the normative basis of CSS centres around the security of the individual 
human being, Booth and Wyn Jones recognise that individuals do not exist in vacuum; 
rather, ‘individuals’ are constituted in large part by their membership of overlapping forms 
of political community. The question of security is, in practice, underpinned by questions 
of who ‘we’ are and what ‘we’ want to be secured from. In this sense, Booth argues, ‘Com-
munity is the site of security’ (2007: 278).

However, the CSS approach to community is also a cautious one. Rather than celebrat-
ing ‘difference’ for its own sake, CSS argues that it is emancipatory communities – based 
around inclusionary and egalitarian notions of identity – that should be promoted over 
communities that are predicated on internal relations of domination (such as patriarchy) 
and chauvinistic forms of identity (such as notions of national superiority). Fundamentally, 
human emancipation – both that of individual humans and humanity in general – provides 
the guide both for relations within communities and between them. Hence ‘As a political 
orientation [CSS] is informed by the aim of enhancing world security through emancip-
atory politics and networks of community at all levels, including the potential community 
of all communities – common humanity’ (Booth 2007: 31).

Reconceptualising security, reconceptualising practice

Appeals to emancipation and common humanity are all very well, but even those operating 
within CSS have openly recognised that ‘critical theorists must go beyond generalised 
exhortations concerning emancipation, empowerment, freedom, and happiness. If critical 

of actual institutions and relationships’ (Wyn Jones 1999: 76). A theoretical commitment 
to emancipation can only be made good by a commitment to emanicipatory practices, and 
the Marxian idea of (see Box 1.4) indicates that theory is informed and reformed by 
engagement with practical issues and, conversely, that concrete situations are affected and 
improved by new theoretical insights (what Wyn Jones terms as a ‘theory–practice nexus’).

Box 1.4 CSS and Gramsci

As well as Frankfurt School Critical Theory, CSS also draws in part upon the thinking of the 
Italian Marxist theorist Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937), in particular Gramsci’s thinking on the 
role of intellectuals and the relationship between theory and practice (Gramsci 1971). Taking 
seriously Marx’s admonition to not only think about the world but to change it, as Gramsci 
does, proponents of CSS have focused on  – the idea that theory and practice are inextri-
cably intertwined – and the potential role of intellectuals in advancing emancipatory change. 
Critical scholars, Wyn Jones argues, should ‘become the organic intellectuals of critical social 
movements when they exist, or encourage the creation of the political space necessary for their 
emergence if they do not’. As opposed to ‘traditional’ intellectuals, who regard the study of 
security as relatively autonomous from its subject matter, the concerns of organic intellectuals 
grow ‘organically’ out of the everyday struggles for security endured by ‘the voiceless, the 
unrepresented and the powerless’ (Wyn Jones 1999: 167).

emancipatory approach to thinking about security interact with and impinge upon emancip-

rather than a set framework for action. The reason for this is that CSS suggests an under-
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standing of emancipation as ‘a process rather than an end point, a direction rather than a 
destination’. The constraints and insecurities suffered by individuals vary across time and 

At a more general level, Richard Wyn Jones has suggested that proponents of Critical 
Security Studies should seek to act as organic intellectuals (see Box 1.4) that promote pro-
gressive social change. The main recommendation from proponents of the CSS-project has 
been:

through their educational activities, proponents of critical security studies should aim 
to provide support for those social movements that promote emancipatory social 
change. By providing a critique of the prevailing order and legitimating alternative 
views, critical theorists can perform a valuable role in supporting the struggles of 
social movements.

(Wyn Jones 1999: 161)

There has been a general reluctance to specify exactly what ‘support’ of social movements 
might consist of beyond this critical-educative function. However, the goal of emancip-
atory change itself does indicate that some alternative visions and social movements are 
more preferable than others. ‘Let us consider the ending of apartheid in South Africa’, Wyn 
Jones offers as an example (see also Box 1.5):

Although the citizens of that country cannot be adjudged to be free after the overthrow of 
the apartheid system, surely they are freer. Although the establishment of liberal demo-
cracy there offers no panacea, it is a better system than the totalitarian one it has replaced.

(1999: 43)

Box 1.5 CSS and the case of Southern Africa

Among the attempts to offer practical application and illustration of the CSS-project, Ken 
Booth and Peter Vale’s (1997) work on Southern Africa remains one of the most instructive 
accounts. As well as the end of the apartheid regime in South Africa representing the result of 
a concrete emancipatory struggle, Booth and Vale argue that the historical experience of South 
Africa and the region more generally highlights several of the key contentions of CSS:

:

The states of southern Africa . . . do not match the textbook images of Anglo-American polit-
ical science. These states have not stood as reliable watch-keepers over the security of their 
inhabitants. In the southern African context the state is often the problem, not the solution.

(333)

:

The threat of food scarcity is, for many, more fundamental than the threat of military 
violence . . . In [this] and other examples (drugs, violence, falling investment, and the 

major security threats in the region are intimately interconnected.
(337)
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:

The security of the apartheid regime [. . .] meant the insecurity of both the majority popu-
lation of the South African state and the neighbours of their state. National security for 
South Africa meant security for the white minority, not the vast majority of citizens in the 
state.

(334)

:

No small part of the strategic license that enabled South Africa’s minority government to 
destabilize the region in the 1970s and 1980s was the result of generation upon genera-
tion of South Africa’s white youth learning – being taught – to look upon their neigh-
bours as inferior.

(331)

:

Critical security students have an important role to play, by raising the salience of differ-
ent security conceptions, referents, threats, principles, institutions, and timetables [. . .] In 
the long run, security in the form of peace, order and justice must come from within the 
people(s) of the region. At present they do not have much of a voice in their own affairs. 
Consequently [C]ritical [S]ecurity [S]tudies must engage with practical politics in South-
ern Africa and speak up for those without security.

(354)

Booth has argued that:

We can begin or continue pursuing emancipation in what we research, in how we 
teach, in what we put on conference agendas, in how much we support Greenpeace, 
Amnesty International, Oxfam and other groups identifying with a global community, 
and in how we deal with each other and with students. And in pursuing emancipation, 
the bases of real security are being established.

(1991: 326)

In this sense for Booth, emancipation is itself ‘ . . . a framework for 
attempting to actualise both nearer-term and longer-term emancipatory goals through stra-
tegic and tactical political action based on immanent critique’ (2007: 112, emphasis in 
original). This approach is captured in Booth’s concept of ‘Emancipatory Realism’, where 

on ‘gradual reforms’ as ‘the only means of approaching the supreme political good’ 
(2007: 87). In other words, scholars of security should seek to identify and foster elements 
of progressive social change through their work as part of a gradualist, non-violent strat-
egy for emancipation that is ultimately more realistic than rigid blueprints for utopia that 
– as in the case of the French and Russian revolutions that heralded the ‘Terror’ and 
‘purges’ respectively – often end up generating even more intense cycles of violence and 
insecurity.
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CSS and its critics

As summed up by Richard Wyn Jones (1999: 5), CSS is an approach that:

military issues

emancipation’.

Most fundamentally, following Cox’s contention that ‘all theory is for someone and for 
some purpose’, proponents of the CSS-project argue that Critical Security Studies is ‘for 
“the voiceless, the unrepresented, and the powerless” [in world politics], and its purpose is 
their emancipation’ (Wyn Jones 1999: 159).

However, the Welsh School emphasis on ‘emancipation’ is both a distinguishing and divi-
sive feature. As Ken Booth puts it, ‘emancipation is at the contested heart of Critical Security 
Studies’ (2005b: 181). The introduction of the concept of emancipation into security studies 
is at the heart of the CSS-project for its proponents, but they also recognise that its introduc-
tion generates a series of further commitments and complexities. CSS attaches a particular 
meaning (emancipation) and referent object (the individual human being) to the concept of 

put forward that security is ‘an essentially contested’ concept (see Baldwin 1997: 10). The 
particular threats to an individual may be multifaceted and change over time, and in this sense 
insecurities are contingent upon time and place, but security is assumed to have a basic 
meaning that relates to the establishment of freedom from those threats. ‘Security’ thus ulti-
mately has a positive connotation within the CSS perspective when it can be related to the 
improvement of individual well-being. In this sense the CSS-project has been seen by its pro-
ponents to entail a commitment to progressive politics and thus, ultimately, to the spirit of the 
Eighteenth Century Enlightenment (see Wyn Jones 2005 and especially Booth 2007).

The concept of Emancipation is thus one of the most far-reaching but also one of the 
most controversial ideas associated with CSS or Welsh School security studies, and is gen-
erally seen to distinguish the Welsh School from the other ‘critical approaches’ to security. 
As noted in Box 1.1, the general convention within security studies is to distinguish the 
‘Welsh School’ of Critical Security Studies by using the upper case (‘CSS’). Other 
approaches to security and other theorists also identify themselves as ‘critical’, but often 
use ‘critical security studies’ in the lower case partly to disassociate themselves from the 
approach put forward by Booth and Wyn Jones.

The most fundamental criticism of CSS is that its commitment to ‘emancipation’ is mis-
guided, and this is a primary reason why several other critical approaches to security are seen 
to be distinct from the Critical Security Studies project. Many poststructuralist approaches to 
security argue that we can still be critical of traditional approaches to security without invok-
ing a broad goal like emancipation (see Chapter 4). Emancipation, they argue, is a potentially 
dangerous ‘meta-narrative’ – a term often used in poststructuralist thought to denote over-
arching explanations of the world, which it regards sceptically (Lyotard 1984) – that is par-
ticular to a Western philosophical tradition rooted in European Enlightenment and liberal 

-
tion may be used to legitimate illiberal practices. Even sympathetic critics of the CSS-project, 
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such as Hayward Alker, note with caution the tainted historical association of ‘emancipation’ 
both with projects for Marxist revolution and Western hegemony and liberal imperialism at 
the global level (Alker 2005: 189). Others, such as Mohammed Ayoob have suggested the 
potential inappropriateness of the concept of emancipation to non-Western security contexts, 
where ‘interpreted as the right of every ethnic group to self-determination, emancipation can 
turn out to be a recipe for grave disorder and anarchy’ (1997: 127).

In response to such criticisms, Richard Wyn Jones has argued that the distance between 
the CSS-project and poststructuralist approaches to security has been overdrawn (Wyn 
Jones 2005: 215). All critical approaches to security, and indeed the very notion of critique, 
he argues, are implicitly underpinned by some notion of thinking or doing security better 
by the very fact that they all seek to problematise and criticise traditional approaches and 
practices. In this sense, Wyn Jones argues, poststructuralist approaches to security are 
necessarily committed to some notion of emancipation – albeit emancipation with a small 
‘e’ rather than the visions of ‘Emancipation’ that originate more directly from Enlighten-
ment thought. Similarly, rather than simply rejecting the idea of emancipation as inapplica-
ble outside of a Western context, Alker recommends instead that:

we still need to achieve the fuller inclusion of multiple Western non-Western per-
spectives on the meanings of freedom, without giving up the distinctive and attractive 
appeal to human improvement and emancipatory development that is so central to the 
ethical/global concerns of the critical security studies project.

(2005: 200, emphasis in original)

For some critics, though, the CSS-project is problematic not for its use of the concept of 
emancipation but for the linkage it assumes  security and emancipation. By simul-
taneously advocating a broadened security agenda and a symbiotic relationship between 
security and emancipation, the implication of the CSS-project is that more security is 
required across a range of issues to achieve human improvement. In short, it assumes that 
security (of the individual) is a ‘good thing’. A number of thinkers, whilst acknowledging 
the need for a broadened security agenda, worry that this encourages the practice of simply 
‘hyphenating’ security to other issues: that is, the tendency to attach the concept of security 
to other issues, such as environmental degradation in the notion of ‘environmental secur-
ity’. For some viewing the environment in terms of security is fundamentally unhelpful 
(this debate is discussed in more detail in Chapter 6). More broadly, proponents of Securi-

-
cally, its application to non-military issues such as migration and economics can be highly 
misguided. Rather than emancipation and security being two sides of the same coin, they 
argue that the logic of security may be inappropriate to certain issues that we should instead 
look to ‘desecuritize’, as is discussed in Chapter 5.

Others critics of CSS argue that struggles for security and struggles for emancipation – 
in terms of the achievement of equality at a social level – should be kept separate rather 

When equated with security, emancipation becomes problematic as it can no longer 
envisage social transformations outside of the logic of security [. . .] The struggle for 
security is re-styled as a struggle for emancipation, without any qualms about the rela-
tionship between emancipation and security.

(Aradau 2004: 397–398)
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Once again, this is linked to the idea that security has, historically, been linked with a par-
ticular type of politics that has often inhibited rather than advanced struggles for political 
equality (think of the use of police and other state forces against civil rights protesters in 
the name of ‘national security’).

As an alternative to the equivalence of security and emancipation, then, Claudia Aradau 
suggests that Critical approaches to security might look to the understandings of emancipa-
tion found in the work of the French post-Marxists Jacques Ranciere, Alain Badiou, and 
Étienne Balibar where emancipation is considered as distinct from security and ‘is linked 

procedures open to public scrutiny’ (2004: 401). This alternative vision of emancipation is 
rooted within a broader critique of contemporary post-liberal capitalism in post-Marxist
thought and, in a related vein, some have criticised the CSS-project for failing to say 
enough on the functioning of contemporary capitalism as a major source of individual inse-
curities. Criticising Ken Booth’s recent calls for a capitalism more appropriate to individual 

from a more humane capitalism, but emancipation cannot happen through dialogue and the 
extension of rights alone. It also involves concrete struggles in the realm of work, produc-
tion and property relations’ (2008: 439). The implication here is, as has been argued else-

originally so prominent within Marxian historical materialism.

Conclusion

Critics of the CSS-project have highlighted several of its potential limitations but in the 
process may also point to some of its own inherent potentialities, particularly in regard to 
the general idea of relating Critical Theory and security studies. The work of Booth and 
Wyn Jones is suggestive of one possible variation of that relationship, but there may be 
other ways of relating Critical Theory to security, for example in application to environ-
mental degradation, human security, and military technology, which can usefully enhance 
our understanding of key issues (see Chapters 6, 8, and 10).

To its detractors the CSS-project remains fatefully wedded to an Enlightenment progres-
sivism whose time has come and gone, a connection that recent restatements of CSS have 
tended to stress and defend even more forcefully. Some readers, after moving on to later 
chapters, may become more convinced that this is an inherent limitation of the CSS 
approach. Others, however, will no doubt be attracted to the innate appeal of an approach 
that focuses upon the concrete insecurities of individual human beings globally, and deals 
head-on with the issue of how the study of security can be focused to help address those 
insecurities. For those readers, the CSS-project may well constitute an attractive basis for 
attempting to change global security rather than simply thinking about it.

Key points

around a critique of state-centric approaches to security – that is, approaches to 
security that tend to focus exclusively on military threats to the state.

referent object(s) of security; as a result, CSS adopts an explicitly ‘emancipatory 
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orientation’ – focused on the freeing of people (as individuals and groups) from 
those physical and human constraints which stop them carrying out what they 
would freely choose to do – as the key to achieving security.

-
ticular insecurities experienced by groups and individuals within a given context.

emancipation with security.

Discussion points

-
ous.’ Discuss.

Guide to further reading

Ken Booth (1991) ‘Security and Emancipation’, , 17(4): 313–326. 
The touchstone work in terms of setting out the idea of an emancipation-oriented approach to 
security.

Richard Wyn Jones (1999)  (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner). 
Develops the idea of an emancipation-oriented approach further, but in the process roots CSS more 
explicitly within the tradition and ideas of Critical Theory.

Ken Booth (2005) (ed.) (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner). 
An edited collection with various contributions that offer restatements of the CSS approach, sym-
pathetic critiques, and applications of the principles of CSS to empirical issues.

Ken Booth (2007) 
both a trenchant defence and restatement of the CSS-project and attempts to use it as the basis of a 
more expansive ‘Theory of World Security’.

Bill McSweeney (1999) 

McSweeney’s account offers several interesting overlaps and provides useful comparative reading.
Michael Sheehan (2005) (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner). 

Makes the case for theorising security with a concern for human emancipation, justice, and peace 



 

2 Feminist and gender approaches to 
security

Abstract

This chapter introduces a range of critiques of both traditional and critical security studies 
from diverse feminist and gender perspectives. It begins by examining the gendered politics of 

-

-
structs, and politicises the (re)production of different gendered subjectivities. The chapter con-

Introduction

Women and gender structures have long been marginalised in the study of security. In part 
this is due to their relative invisibility on the terrain mapped out by dominant traditional 
perspectives. Yet, ‘critical’ work, including other perspectives in Part I of this book, has 
also been charged with taking gendered assumptions for granted. Over the past three 

-
-

tioned the liberal feminist move to simply ‘bring’ women into security studies. For some 
poststructural gender theorists, for example, the categories of ‘man’ and ‘women’ are radic-
ally unstable and caution should be taken in essentialising and universalising notions of 
‘female’ (and ‘male’) experience. Liberal standpoint feminists have countered this by 

strategy for generating political programmes. As we shall see, there is increasing diversity 
of scholarship associated with feminist and gender perspectives. Yet, while it is important 

should be, these debates have opened up new and important terrains of research in critical 
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Box 2.1 Key concepts in feminist and gender approaches to security

Feminism
diverse range of thought that draws attention to women’s knowledge and experience.

: Usually refers to the coding of bodies as either ‘male’ or ‘female’ on the basis of biologi-

Gender
‘feminine’.
Femininity: Attributes associated with a female identity (emotionality, dependence, caring); 
the social construction of women as ‘women’.
Masculinity: Attributes associated with a male identity (strength, autonomy, aggression); the 
social construction of men as ‘men’.

: A perspective that emphasises the importance of taking real women’s 

Liberal feminism
between men and women.
Patriarchy: Refers to the hierarchical arrangement of social, economic, and political structures 
whereby men are privileged over women.
Performativity
but produced through being acted out in social life.

The gendered politics of security studies

Eleanor Roosevelt, First Lady of the United States from 1933 to 1945, once commented 
that ‘too often the great decisions are originated and given form in bodies made up wholly 
of men, or so completely dominated by them that whatever of special value women have to 

dramatis personae in the theatre of global security – state 
leaders, diplomats, soldiers, and international civil servants – typically have at least one 
thing in common: they are almost always men. Moreover, the persistence of global gender 

Box 2.2 Global gender inequalities

entitled , which illustrates the extent of gender 

regions (with the exception of some parts of Asia), women comprise only one-third of the 
global workforce. While this actually represents an historic high, women’s earnings remain on 

-
ment. For this reason it has been argued that ‘poverty has a woman’s face: of 1.3 billion people 

Resource scarcity also affects men and women differently (see also Chapter 6). For 
example, in the developing world women are more disadvantaged by water scarcity because 

week collecting water. Moreover, the effects of water shortage and poor sanitation result in a 
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disproportionate burden of unpaid female labour in families across the global South. Part of 
the reason for their disadvantaged position in the global political economy is that women have 

More generally, there is evidence to suggest that women suffer worse human rights abuse than 

mutilation. Female refugees, constituting half of the global migrant population, are also more 
vulnerable to sexual violence in camps and resettlement.

-

policy making, the armed forces, and diplomacy.

-

-

there is considerable regional variation in terms of commitment to the Women’s Convention. 

For example, 1 in 16 women die from pregnancy-related causes in Africa compared to 1 in 65 

Much of the earlier feminist work in security studies argued that this bias resulted from 

in ‘international politics’ means. Indeed, with a ‘top-down’ focus on political elites, the 
state, and the state system, Realists have been criticised by many prominent feminists for 
constructing a worldview that is profoundly unrealistic in failing to take half of the human 

-
ences of women, by contrast, have not been considered worthy of investigation in their 

Realist-oriented security studies has been that men’s experiences are somehow representa-
tive of human experience as a whole. Feminist and gender theorists of all hues thus con-
verge on the basic point that research in security has been overwhelmingly the study of 
men by men:
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Quite simply, and with deadly monotony, women’s systematic oppression – and inse-
curity – is not taken seriously; to the extent that it is ‘visible’, either gender hierarchy 

options, and/or its transformation is deferred until ‘after the revolution’.

In this way, feminists have sought to emphasise that security studies are not separate 
from but fundamentally a part of broader gender dynamics in global politics. As such, the 

above have translated into a systematic bias in the way that international security has con-
ventionally been analysed.

At base, the aim of feminist and gendered approaches to security has been to identify, 
interrogate, and resist the multifarious ways in which the views, interests, and actions of 
men have been privileged over those of women in contemporary social life. It is precisely 

commitment to a critical engagement with patriarchy is shared by feminist and gender 
approaches, it is nevertheless important to emphasise that in this chapter we are dealing 
with a very diverse and heterogeneous body of work. Indeed, there is no singular ‘feminist’ 
or ‘gender’ perspective on international security, as such. On the contrary, as we shall see 
in the course of the discussion, there are areas of huge disagreement concerning the iden-

-
ical and practical contexts. In other words, although feminist and gender scholarship is 

-

-

extended within feminist and gender approaches to security studies. Whereas earlier work 
focused primarily on the poverty of traditional approaches to security such as political 
Realism, various critics have more recently pointed to what they consider to be the patriar-
chal and/or gendered assumptions of some of the more critically oriented viewpoints 

Key positions in feminist and gender approaches to security studies

Focus points Implications Exponents

Liberal feminism
security? visible in security 

studies.

Standpoint feminism
experiences of women in 
global politics as basis 
for theorising global 
security relations.

views and experiences 
of women.

Poststructural gender 
approaches status given to ‘woman’. of gender categories.

‘sex’) are discursive 
constructs.
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accuses the Copenhagen School, and other approaches reliant on the concept of securitiza-
tion, of lacking an understanding of gender-based in
poststructural feminist and gender approaches are suspicious of the possibility of applying 
abstract notions of ‘emancipation’ associated with the ‘Welsh School’ (see Chapter 1) in 
response to the patriarchal structures of global security.

Making women visible in international security

Bananas, Beaches, and 
, which has since become widely 

acknowledged as a landmark text in feminist security studies. Writing from a broadly 
liberal feminist perspective, Enloe argued that ‘if we employ only the conventional, ungen-
dered compass to chart international politics, we are likely to end up mapping a landscape 

profoundly unrealistic caricature of security relations, because it ‘hides the workings of 

‘malestream’ Realist dominated approaches, therefore, Enloe dared to ask: Where are the 
women in the study of security?

Enloe’s research strategy was to focus on marginal women in order to show how the 
conduct of international security to some extent depends upon men’s control over them. 
One of Enloe’s case studies was the relationship between women and nationalism. She 
analysed the way in which, via their roles as teachers in missionary schools, women per-
formed a vital role in helping to establish core nationalist values and institutions central to 

Western gendered ideals, such as notions of ‘respectability’, the US attempted to shape 
the hearts and minds of the colonised. Indeed, according to Enloe, the notion of ‘lady-

Moreover, in the highly gendered context of imperial rule, relationships between men and 
women were either tolerated or condemned according to how they were perceived to 
impact upon prevailing relations of power: ‘Sexual liaisons between colonial men and 
local women were usually winked at; affairs between colonial women and local men were 

state’s territory. Enloe analysed the various gendered practices through which bases are 
produced as ‘normal’ places in order to make the lives of ‘base women’ more visible in 

infrastructures and she concluded that ‘the normalcy that sustains a military base in a local 

unnoticed, the unpaid domestic work of women was fundamental to the assimilation of 
the base in local communities and to the support and furtherance of their husbands’ mili-

with the domestic sphere and masculinity with the international domain considered above. 



 

Approaches

Moreover, the presumption among many base families that sons will pursue a military 
career and daughters will stay at home as military wives illustrates how these values and 
the prevailing gender order they sustain are reproduced from generation to generation.

gendered history of the banana, for example, Enloe demonstrates how even the most 
seemingly masculine of work environments, the banana plantation, fundamentally relies 
on women: ‘behind every all-male banana plantation stand scores of women performing 

almost always unpaid or low paid, seasonal, and with little or no training or chance for 
promotion. With few other options, women end up supporting the very forms of agricul-
tural labour patterns that perpetuate patriarchal landownership and reinforce their 

Enloe’s analysis was considered path-breaking in security studies because it took the 

of international. In this way Enloe undermined the prevalent notion that the private sphere 
was somehow ‘out of bounds’ in the study of security. According to Enloe, the realisation 
that the personal is political is profoundly ‘disturbing’ because it means that ‘relationships 
we once imagined were private or merely social are in fact infused with power, usually 

impinges not only on the public but also the private sphere, Enloe was able to bring issues 
formally marginal to the centre stage of the study of the state and international security 
more generally (for example the politics of marriage, the role of unpaid domestic labour, 

on ‘private’ divisions of labour complicates and personalises traditional approaches to 
foreign affairs and security. In making women more visible in global security relations 
Enloe drew attention to the importance of struggles between masculinity and femininity in 

-
dered structures are intrinsically infused with relations of power: ‘It has taken power to 
deprive women of land titles and leave them little choice but to sexually service soldiers 

While a classic text in the formation of feminist security studies, Bananas, Beaches, and 
Bases

her work is associated has focused on the proximity between this perspective and the theo-

approach in contradistinction to ‘malestream’ political Realism, on closer inspection there 

positivist foundations of Realist approaches, which assume that analysts can observe and 
detail the nature of security and insecurity. On the contrary, she accepts that there is such a 
thing as the ‘reality’ of global security relations and claims that making women more 

some post-positivist critics to argue that hers is merely an ‘add women and stir’ perspective 
that takes problematic notions of ‘reality’, ‘men’, ‘women’, and ‘gender’ as givens rather 

approaches, Enloe’s position is vulnerable to the charge of essentialising women’s identi-
ties rather than appreciating difference according to race, class, ethnicity, and other forms 
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Gendering global security relations

framework as a suitable starting point for analysing international security. Instead of an ‘add 

relations might look if gender were included as a category of analysis and if women’s experi-

women for theorising security has been categorised as a standpoint feminist approach (see 

From her perspective it is not simply that women have been historically excluded from the 
institutions of international security. Rather, it is possible to identify how some of the most 
basic structures in global politics taken for granted in Realist approaches, such as the very 
distinction between ‘international’ and ‘domestic’, rely on acutely gendered assumptions, 

masculine

for one’s country – an accolade that, until very recently, women have been systematically 

In contrast to the masculine traits of the international, domestic politics is typically por-
trayed in feminine terms. Indeed, it is no coincidence that the term ‘domestic’ – one per-

gendered politics of international security has meant that men abroad are charged with 

Box 2.3 Simone de Beauvoir (1908–1986)

known for her path-breaking feminist work 

essence, but are produced as such socially. In other words, ‘woman’ is a relational concept to 
‘man’, and vice versa. Yet, however, woman has been produced historically as both less than 

-
sary for women to challenge the notion of their radical Otherness with men if they are to achieve 

in security studies. In particular, it has inspired work that sought to make more women visible 
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protecting citizens (primarily women and children, who are in most need of defence) inside 

this gendered organisation of social life, their involvement in security has usually been 

called caring roles such as teaching and nursing and these have long been considered sec-
ondary to those of men. As such, women’s roles are often discounted as mundane, 

demonstrates that behaviour in the ‘domestic’ and ‘international’ realms are fundamentally 
inseparable. For example, women in militarised societies are far more vulnerable to rape 

male citizen-soldier abroad is shown to depend upon
and myths about the need for her protection at home.

-
sidering women’s views and experiences, she argues, it is possible to construct a less mili-
tarised account of security relations. On this view, the identity of states begins to change. 

-
ative perspective opens up the possibility of more peaceful relations: ‘A feminist perspec-
tive would assume that the potential for international community also exists and that an 

-

that privileges peace, togetherness, and cooperation.

normative perspective about what should
Part of this programme involves showing how different human insecurities often have gen-

views and experiences. Since women are disadvantaged economically, she claims that crit-

along these lines in pursuit of what she refers to as a ‘non-gendered discipline’: ‘Only 
-

itable can we move toward the creation of a non-gendered discipline that includes us all’ 

-
ing the production of ‘gender differences’ rather than simply making women more visible 

feminists, for example those working in the poststructural tradition, have fundamentally 
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Finally, we might also wish to express a certain degree of scepticism regarding the possi-
bility – and desirability – of achieving a ‘non-gendered discipline’ in the study of security. 

-
stantly vigilant to claims made in the name of gender difference?

Poststructuralist approaches to gender and security

When considering the contributions of poststructural feminists and gender theorists to 
security studies it is again necessary to bear in mind that we are not dealing with a single 

-
less, it is possible to draw out some common themes in order to characterise the differences 
compared with liberal and standpoint feminist positions considered so far. Perhaps the 
overriding commonality among poststructuralist feminism and gender perspectives is a 

patriarchy, poststructuralists are hesitant to determine what should be done in such an abs-
-

make claims about and in the name of ‘men’ and ‘women’. At the broadest level, poststruc-
turalists argue that it is not simply that ‘gender’ is constructed socially: the category of sex 

woman and neither shares a particular perspective on the world per se. In this way, post-
structuralists go further than standpoint feminists in claiming that we should not confer any 
special ontological status to ‘manhood’ or ‘womanhood’: there is no uniquely male or 
female view or experience. Instead, and often through detailed empirical work, the chal-
lenge of poststructuralism is to interrogate the politics of the construction of different gen-

breakdown or ‘deconstruct’ (see Chapter 4).

Politicising gender relations

-
structural feminist and gender approaches in security studies. Peterson argues that the 
pressing task of this work is not simply to make women more visible nor raise awareness 
of women’s views and experiences. More fundamentally, it is about ‘transforming ways of 

-
ing point the idea that our understandings of the ‘world’ are intrinsically shaped by gen-
dered ontologies (theories of being) and epistemologies (theories of knowing). In other 

about masculinity and femininity: ‘that is, we do not experience or “know” the world as 

If we follow this logic through then it is not simply that gender, in other words mascu-

demonstrate that sex and meanings associated with it are not ‘natural’ either. Peterson 
argues that all too often a distinction is maintained between gender as a construction and 
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sex as a biologically determined fact. Sexual identity, however, like any other, is no less 
socially produced. A series of interlinked factors are usually referred to in the categorisa-
tion of someone’s sex as ‘male’, ‘female’, or ‘intersex’: phenotype (physical appearance); 
psychological sex (what a person feels like); gonadal sex (whether someone has ovaries, 
testicles, or a combination of sexual organs); and chromosomal sex (how many X/Y chro-
mosomes). In this way, the determination of sex is based upon complex interlinked factors 
that form a continuum of sexual characteristics. It is not necessarily the case, therefore, that 

forced by the International Association of Athletics Federations (IAAF) to have a gender 

identity.
Peterson thus calls for a radical decentring of biological explanations of social relations. 

Men and women are not separate with mutually exclusive views and experiences. Instead, 
gendered identities are constituted and reconstituted through everyday practices. In the 
context of security studies this means ‘asking what security can mean in the context of 
interlocking systems of hierarchy and domination and how gendered identities and ideolo-

calls for a reconsideration of the very concept of national security as it relates to marriage. 

in the reproduction of hierarchies and in the structural violence against which they claim to 

politicising
structural violence as historically constituted – as contingent rather than natural – and spec-

Performing gender security

A recent contribution to poststructural feminist and gender approaches to security is Laura 
Shepherd’s -
onstrates how the politicisation of gender structures called for by Peterson might lead to 
analysis of concrete aspects of international security. She takes as her focus gendered 

-
ivity and different types of bodies. In keeping with poststructuralist feminism, Shepherd’s 
curiosity lies in the way in which gender is made meaningful in social and political inter-

whose views can be accessed, experiences analysed, and rights claimed. Importantly, 

as
contexts.

-

-
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interrogates the gendered assumptions of the text, the claims made in the name of gender, 
-

ring to and making representations of ‘women’ (rather than the broader category of 
gender), the resolution runs the risk of reconstituting the very problems relating to gen-

-
stood as mothers. According to Shepherd, this unproblematised association of women with 
children supports rather than challenges the ideals of nationhood that are often to blame for 

in which some women are actively engaged in the oppression of other women (and men). 
Moreover, in Shepherd’s view, the recommendation that more women should be included in 
decision-making roles in the realm of international security does not deal with the key issues at 

-
genous group whose interests are essentially

Criticisms of postructuralist approaches

of abstract universalistic generalisations about supposedly ‘female’ views and experiences 
-

linity socially constructed but so too is the concept of ‘sex’, which is revealed as a discur-

the fundaments of liberal and standpoint feminist thinking, poststructural work has been 
criticised for eliminating the very grounds upon which a progressive response to patriarchy 

-
spectives, but counter-argues that ‘to be unable to speak for women only further reinforces 
the voices of those who have constructed approaches to international relations out of the 

Box 2.4 Judith Butler (1956–)

In Gender Trouble
the one hand and ‘gender’ on the other is a misnomer. From her perspective it is not that sex is 
a pre-discursively constituted natural condition upon which gender is then added. Rather, fol-
lowing Michel Foucault (see Chapter 4 in this book), sex is the bodily effect of gendered 
regimes of power/knowledge in society. In other words, there is no originally sexed person 

identity that is assumed by people and performed through their looks, behaviour, and interac-

might be said to pre-exist the deed. [. . .] Identity is performatively constituted by the very 

-
-

nence and normality. It is because of their repetition, rather than anything else, that they come 
to be seen as in some sense ‘natural’.
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opportunities. In response, the poststructural argument would be that any form of program-

itself at a localised level. Furthermore, while concepts of emancipation are intrinsically 

are the potential costs to others?

Conclusion

Under the banner of ‘feminist and gender approaches’ are various perspectives, each with 

study of security. One of the main faultlines running throughout the literature divides those 
who emphasise the commonality of women’s experience on the one hand, compared to 
others who refuse to make essentialist claims about gendered identities on the other. Yet, 
when taken as a whole, work in feminist and gender approaches constitutes one of the most 
dynamic areas in critical security studies. While, of course, this scholarship has raised 

stretches beyond this core thematic. Research into the gendered nature of security has 
opened up new insights into the behaviour and identity of the state and the sexualised pol-
itics it relies upon. It has problematised aspects of the relationship between human security 

-
tively obscured in security studies. Such work has also cast new light on problematic dis-
tinctions between domestic/international, private/public, and order/anarchy. Moreover, the 
insight that the personal is political has drawn attention to links between militarism and 
structural violence, the importance of the ‘everyday’ as a site in international security, and 

brought people into the forefront of analysing global security relations (for potential over-
-

frame. For this reason, feminist and gender approaches are likely to continue to innovate, 

Key points

traditional and critical security studies.

marginalisation, but there is disagreement about the focus, method, and 

-
tional security, but they have been accused of an ‘add women and stir’ 
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Discussion points

global politics?

-
tional security studies?

-
point feminist perspective?

studies?

Guide to further reading

Politics -
tion of a liberal feminist approach to security studies.

Keohane, Maxine Molyneux, and Sandra Whitworth in the formation of feminist debates in Inter-
national Relations theory.

global politics.

Theory
approaches to feminism and gender in security studies.

edn (Cambridge: Polity Press). Offers an excellent overview of theoretical positions within femin-
ist and gender scholarship.

studies from a standpoint perspective.

Weblinks

products/indwm/.

women in political life, rather than abstract Realist principles, to theorise 
international security.

call for a politicisation of all claims made in the name of gendered difference.
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womenwatch/daw/cedaw/text/econvention.htm.
Women in International Security (WIIS), Centre for Peace and Security Studies, Edmund A. Walsh 

School of Foreign Service, Georgetown University: http://wiis.georgetown.edu/.



 

3 Postcolonial perspectives

Abstract

This chapter evaluates critiques of traditional and critical security studies emanating from 
postcolonial experiences and theories. To do so the chapter outlines and discusses the multiple 
meanings of ‘the postcolonial’ in geographical, spatial, and theoretical terms. It emphasises 
that there is no single monolithic postcolonial approach to security. Rather, there are multiple 
ways of interpreting the postcolonial (itself a highly contested term) and each gives rise to dif-
ferent, and often contrasting, approaches to security. These include ‘Third World Security’ 
and the related idea of ‘Subaltern Realism’ as well as approaches to security that draw more 
explicitly on postcolonial theory and concepts, which are also discussed in this chapter.

Introduction

An emerging body of literature drawing on postcolonial theories and perspectives (broadly 
understood) has increasingly sought to critique the Western/Eurocentric bias of both tradi-
tional and critical security studies. Scholars such as Mohammed Ayoob have pointed to the 
ethnocentric tendencies of security studies in general, and Ayoob has instead proposed a 
brand of ‘Subaltern Realism’ that is more attuned to the security concerns of ‘Third World’ 

with variants of critical security studies (1997: 139). From a different angle, others have 
argued that security studies derives its core precepts almost exclusively from European 
experience and is hence underpinned by taken-for-granted historical geographies of the 
‘Third World’, the ‘West’, global ‘North’, and global ‘South’. This, they contend, is again 
true not only of traditional security studies, but also of critical approaches to security by 
virtue of their commitments to varieties of (Western) Enlightenment political thought. The 
consequence of this has been the marginalisation of the world beyond the global ‘North’ 
and the inability of critical security studies to recognise its own particularity and 
ethnocentrism.

The ‘Third World’ in security studies

say that the terms ‘postcolonial’ and ‘Third World’ are interchangeable (indeed, many pro-
ponents of postcolonial studies, particularly in cultural and literary studies, use the term 
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‘postcolonial’ much more broadly to include parts of the ‘First’ and ‘Second’ worlds as 
well – see Ashcroft et al. 1989). However, the ‘Third World’ (see Box 3.1) is now often 
assumed to be postcolonial even if only in a historical sense referring to the processes of 
decolonisation that occurred in the wake of the Second World War. Thus, Arif Dirlik 
argues that the word postcolonial ‘claims as its special provenance the terrain that in an 
earlier day used to go by the name of Third World’ (1994: 329).

geographical’ terms such as the Third World objectionable on a number of grounds. Yet 
for some the idea of the Third World retains its utility as a broad designation. Mohammed 
Ayoob, the foremost proponent of an approach to security explicitly grounded in the 
experience of the ‘Third World’, claims to use the term in a ‘generic sense’. While recog-
nising that multiple distinctions and internal cultural and political differences are skirted 
over by the term, Ayoob argues:

these [Third World] countries share enough in terms of their colonial past and their 
unequal encounter with the European powers following the Industrial Revolution to 
set them apart from the European states which have traditionally formed the ‘core’ of 
the modern system of states. They also share the attributes of economic underdevelop-
ment and social dislocation, which are at least partly attributable to their encounter 
with the West (and which have continued even after the formal process of decoloniza-
tion has been completed).

(1983/1984: 43)

Thus, for Ayoob at least, the Third World is distinguished as geographically, histori-
cally, and economically postcolonial and he has retained this ‘generic’ use of the term in 
his more recent writings as well (see, for example, Ayoob 2002).

For much of the history of security studies (and related subdisciplines such as strategic 
-

sideration of the stand-off between the ‘First’ and the ‘Second’ worlds during the Cold 
War. Where the Third World did feature, it too tended to be framed within the broader con-
tours of this stand-off rather than being treated as a stand-alone concern. As Ayoob noted 
in the early 1980s:

Most states in the Third World are only recently participants in the modern system of 

decades ago they were mere ‘objects’ rather than ‘subjects’ in international relations.
(1983: 44)

In other words, during the Cold War the states of the ‘Third World’ were generally viewed 

125). Hence, as Pettiford (1996: 289) notes, the dominant political and intellectual concern 
with the Cold War rivalry meant that, among many possible examples, the insurgency in El 
Salvador in the early 1980s was assumed a priori to be the product of Soviet and Cuban 
machinations rather than domestic social and political grievances. In short, the ‘regional’ 

studies if and when they could be related to the ‘central strategic balance’ (Acharya 1997: 
300).



 

Box 3.1 Where is the ‘Third World’?

The term ‘Third World’ is generally seen to have entered the political lexicon in the 1950s. 

of the French demographer Alfred Sauvy in 1952. Sauvy, referring to the struggle for decolonisa-
tion in India and China, used the term ‘Third World’ as an equivalent term to the ‘third estate’ as 
used during the French revolution to distinguish the struggle of the ‘common people’ against the 

be adopted, often self-consciously, by the leaders of decolonisation movements and it gained cur-
rency during the Cold War as a descriptor for states that were neither part of the ‘First World’ 
(capitalist states) nor ‘Second World’ (communist states) (Weiss 1995: x; Thomas 1999: 226). As 
Weiss (1995) notes, the term ‘Third World’ has always remained open-ended with regard to 
membership (see Figure 3.1 for one contemporary interpretation) and subject to different users’ 
own categorisations, although in political terms it was often associated with the states involved in 

East Asia) in much the same manner as ‘First World’ status was associated with membership of 
NATO and the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development), and ‘Second 
World’ status with membership of the Warsaw Treaty Organization.

Generally classified as ‘Developed World’ (or ‘global North’)
Sometimes classified as ‘Third World’ (or ‘global South’)
Usually classified as ‘Third World’ (or ‘global South’)

2000 km

1000miles

Figure 3.1 Where is the Third World? A common interpretation, via pictorial representation.

The porous nature of the term ‘Third World’ has always led some analysts to be sceptical 
of its actual utility as a categorisation, and the (pejorative) connotations of underdevelopment 
often assumed to accompany the term (partly resultant from its use within ‘Modernisation 
theory’) have led some states, such as China and India, to at times reject their inclusion within 

called ‘Second World’ communist states in 1989–1991 (epitomised, for example, by the con-
tinued title of the journal Third World Quarterly). It now tends to be used to emphasise the 
disjuncture between ‘First’ and ‘Third’ worlds (and is now also broadly paralleled in distinc-
tions made between ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ worlds, and between a global ‘North’ and 
‘South’). Indeed, far from disappearing, Caroline Thomas argues, the Third World ‘is becom-
ing global’ due to processes of economic globalisation that place an ever-increasing number of 
people among the world’s poor. In this sense, for Thomas at least, the term Third World ‘still 
has meaning today’ (1999: 225–226), although as is discussed later in the chapter many schol-
ars within postcolonial studies critique the use of the term for a variety of reasons.
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A ‘Subaltern Realist’ approach to security

Assuming, as most uses of the term ‘Third World’ do, that sub-Saharan Africa and Asia are 
included within the term, Third World security is surely deserving of more sustained atten-
tion within security studies than it received during the Cold War. In terms of military con-

World (Acharya 1997: 300–301), and most of these have been intra-state rather than inter-
state in character (that is, wars that have occurred within state boundaries, rather than 

some scholars such as Ayoob had already begun to identify traditional security studies as 

The three major characteristics of the concept of state security as developed in the 
Western literature – namely, its external orientation, its strong linkage with systemic 
security, and its binding ties with the security of the two major alliance blocs – have 
been so thoroughly diluted in the Third World that the explanatory power of the 
concept has been vastly reduced when applied to Third World contexts.

(Ayoob 1995: 6; 1983/1984: 43)

which these states – and more particularly, their regimes – suffer, emanates to a substantial 
extent from within their boundaries rather than from outside’ (1983/1984: 43). This does 
not mean that external threats to the state – the traditional concern of national security – are 
entirely absent. Rather, Ayoob argues, external threats to state security in the Third World 
are almost always bound up with internal threats to state structures and regimes, often to 
the point where it makes little sense to speak of ‘external’ and ‘internal’ threats to the state 
in distinct terms (Ayoob suggests that we should think in terms of a ‘nexus’ of internal and 
external threats – 1997: 128). Where inter-state wars do occur in the Third World, Ayoob 
argues that they are still usually closely related to domestic divisions. He cites, as just one 
example, the case of internal crisis in Pakistan in 1971 leading to the subsequent India–
Pakistan war (1995: 49), and Amitav Acharya similarly points to the internal drivers of the 

In this light, the traditional Realist focus on external threats to national security is highly 
problematic. The problem, Ayoob argues, is that security studies has traditionally assumed 

its very nature, fails to recognise the fact that the type of state assumed within this concep-
tion – based around the so-called ‘Westphalian’ model of the state – is the product of par-
ticular historical circumstances (for example, centuries of state building, war, and then later 
industrialisation). The modern state was forged in Europe, and then later exported as a 
model (often, if not always, violently) to North America, Australia, Africa, and Asia by 
European powers. However, as Ayoob points out, the process of state formation in the 
Third World is distinctive in character and, he argues, gives rise to a different type of state 
and, consequently, a distinct conception of security. In the Third World the process of state 
formation has tended to be accelerated (that is, it has occurred over a much shorter period 
of time than in the Western/European ‘core’) by virtue of its imposition by external powers; 
it has depended on a particular pattern of elite recruitment from along local populaces; and, 
in the period after 1945, it has occurred under the conditions of rapid decolonisation.
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In short, for Ayoob, different experiences of state formation determine differences in the 
‘primary security orientations’ of ‘two sets of states’ (1983/1984: 44): those in the West, 
and those of the Third World. In particular, on his account, the accelerated nature of the 
process of state formation in the Third World has tended to give rise to a type of state 
structure that has, at best, weak roots. Hence, ‘The dimensions of the security problem, and 
of the concept of security itself, in the Third World are [. . .] very different from those 
applied to, and common in the literature of, the developed West’ (1983/1984: 46).

The argument is made, therefore, that security means something very different in the 
Third World as compared to its meaning for other states. Third World states, Ayoob argues, 
tend to be ‘weak’ as states in comparison to their Western counterparts. This is not to say 
that Third World states are necessarily lacking in material resources or power (the opposite 
may often be the case), but that the legitimacy accruing to Western states by virtue of cen-
turies of development is often weaker within Third World states (leading some to speak of 
‘quasi-states’ – see Jackson 1990). In these conditions, Ayoob argues, fundamental 
‘internal’ issues of political, social, and economic organisation are equally as much of a 
concern to Third World regimes (i.e. those in power in Third World states) as they might 
lead ultimately to destabilisation of the state and regime collapse: ‘security-insecurity is 

both internal and external – that threaten or have the 
potential to bring down or weaken state structures, both territorial and institutional, and 
governing regimes’ (Ayoob 1995: 9, emphasis in original). It is for this reason, Ayoob 
argues, that Third World regimes have, in practical terms, always ‘broadened’ national 
security to include economic and social issues as well.

Ayoob and others focusing on Third World security consequently tend towards the view 
that ‘If there were good reasons for the dominance of traditional security analyses in Inter-
national Relations they are not, and never were, very relevant for understanding the Third 
World’ (Pettiford 1996: 300). Ayoob, however, does not view the various critical altern-
atives to traditional security analyses as much of an improvement with regard to Third 
World contexts, and in many ways he regards them as a backward step. He rejects what he 

-
ical approaches:

security to include domestic and non-military dimensions, especially issues of intra-

to make it all things to all people.
(1997: 139)

Many of Ayoob’s concerns in this regard parallel those raised by proponents of Securitiza-
tion Theory in response to the ‘broadening’ of the concept of security (see Chapter 5). But 
Ayoob reserves particular ire for the ‘deepening’ of security proposed within Critical 
Security Studies (see Chapter 1). Ideas of ‘emancipation’ remain rooted in Western polit-
ical philosophy and hence, for Ayoob, the notion of aligning ‘security’ and ‘emancipation’ 
is still fundamentally Western-centric in orientation (and he even goes so far as to suggest 

security and emancipation Ayoob contends that:

such semantic acrobatics tend to impose a model of contemporary Western politics – 
of national states that have by and large solved their legitimacy problem and possess 
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representative and responsive governments, which preside over socially mobile popu-

are far removed from Third World realities.
(1997: 127)

As an alternative to both traditional and critical approaches to security, Ayoob suggests 
what he terms as a ‘Subaltern Realist’ approach to security. This approach argues that 
greater recognition of the particular positioning of Third World states within the interna-
tional system is required than has generally been the case within security studies. Third 
World states, Ayoob argues, endure a particular ‘security predicament’ (1995) that encom-
passes three interrelated dimensions: state making (as outlined previously); regional con-

the international system. With regard to this last category, Ayoob argues that Third World 
states occupy a ‘subaltern’ position in the world order: they are states of ‘weak and inferior 
rank’ (1997: 121), due to the historical legacy of colonial exploitation. This legacy con-
tinues to have visible effects, such as in the weak institutional structures inherited by Third 
World states after decolonisation, border disputes and irredentism as a product of bounda-
ries imposed during the colonial era, and continued economic dependence. In turn, this 

so the predicament is perpetuated.
The ‘Realist’ part of Ayoob’s ‘Subaltern Realism’ refers to his maintenance of the 

state both as the referent object of security and the means of security provision. The 
problem for the Third World as Ayoob sees it, and here again he is at odds with the Crit-
ical Security Studies (Chapter 1) critique of ‘statism’, is that there is not enough state 

many of the security issues of the Third World as emanating from ‘incomplete’ processes 
of state formation.

The overriding importance of the state – both as a territorial unit and as an institutional 
complex – to the political, and therefore security, realm in the case of the large major-

members of the international system (that is, the large majority that is located in the 

(1997: 131)

For as long as the world remains a world of states, therefore, Ayoob sees development 
and enhancement of state institutions (or ‘adequate stateness’ (1997: 140)) as the only way 
out of the security predicament for the countries and people of the Third World.

Criticisms of Subaltern Realism

Ayoob’s ‘Subaltern Realism’ offers a pointed and refreshing critique of the assumptions 
both of traditional and critical approaches to security. However, though Ayoob makes a 
sustained and valid critique of Western-centrism in security studies, his own approach to 
security has been accused of retaining ‘strong residues’ of the traditional/Realist paradigm 
that he initially sets out to critique.

with the state and, from here, with the regime that rules the state. Although beginning from 
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a similar basis to that offered by Ayoob, Pettiford’s (1996) analysis of Central America 
illustrates several cases where state militaries have been used to repress ‘subversion’ of 
internal order, and this often constitutes a major source of insecurity for citizens of these 
states. Yet, Ayoob seems to want to maintain the development of institutionally ‘strong’ 
states in the Third World as the path to ultimate security, which implies that a degree of 
state violence may be ‘almost inevitable’ in this process of development (Ayoob 1997: 

narrow conception of “the political” that privileges the state without even raising the ques-
tion whether or not it should be the proper subject of security’ (1998: 129, emphasis in 
original). In this sense, the ‘predicament’ of Third World security might be reread as an 
equation where the increasing (state) security of Third World regimes often comes at the 
cost of the individual liberties and lives of those that might oppose or object to such 
regimes. Here, Ayoob would probably counter that Western states have undergone similar 
processes in their trajectory of development in centuries past, and that Western observers 
can hardly afford to take the moral high ground on this basis. Yet, many would side with 

state elites in the Third World, and that it is overly permissive in terms of the methods 

criticisms of the alleged elite focus of Securitization Theory – see Chapter 5). Amitav 
Acharya, though broadly sympathetic to Ayoob’s general approach, warns that over-

security (the security of the state) and regime security (the security of those who rule the 
state) (Acharya 1997: 303).

In short, Ayoob puts forward a view of security that is avowedly statist, and for critics 

‘Subaltern Realism’ is supposed to challenge. By taking the unitary Western state as a 
model for the development of security infrastructures, Ayoob risks prematurely ruling out 
the question of ‘what kinds of states might be most appropriate to deal with the challenges 

Ayoob’s use of the terms ‘Third World’ and ‘Subaltern’ has also been viewed as prob-

World’ ‘collapses the multiple distinctions between vastly different parts of the world 

133). Ayoob’s use of the term ‘subaltern’ within his ‘Subaltern Realist’ approach is also 
seen as problematic. As is acknowledged by Ayoob himself, his use of the term ‘subal-
tern’ has little relation to the movement known as ‘Subaltern Studies’ within postcolonial 
theory (see Box 3.2) from which he borrows the term. Rather than referring to a range of 
subaltern ‘classes’ and their subjugated positions within societies (as within Subaltern 
Studies), Ayoob deliberately uses the term subaltern to refer to Third World states and 
their subordinate position relative to First World states in the international system. Once 
again this points to Ayoob’s statist orientations but, to play off the title of Michael Bar-
nett’s incisive (2002) critique, it clothes his Realism within a thin veil of ‘Radical Chic’ 
associated with the notion of the subaltern. Indeed, Ayoob himself locates the intellectual 
groundings of his Subaltern Realist approach not in postcolonial theory (see Box 3.2), 
but in a combination of ideas that all emanate primarily from Western traditions: (Hob-
besian) Classical Realism, historical sociology, and – somewhat ironically – the ‘English’ 
School or international society approach (Ayoob 2002: 28–29).
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A postcolonial moment in security studies?

In contrast to Ayoob’s admission of a thin connection between ‘Subaltern Realism’ and 
postcolonial studies, there have been more recent attempts to foster a ‘postcolonial 

several postcolonial thinkers and ideas (see below).
-

ity studies is animated by similar concerns to those motivating Ayoob’s Subaltern Realism. 
However, their call for a ‘non-Eurocentric security studies’ (2006: 330) has as an addi-
tional motivation: a desire to get to grips with the rise of non-state terrorism, Al-Qaeda in 
particular. Efforts at understanding the rise of groups such as Al-Qaeda need, according to 

between the ‘global North’/‘First World’ and ‘global South’/‘Third World’ and a critical 

1997; Slater 2004). Traditional security studies is, they suggest, ‘at best a poor basis for 
understanding and action in contemporary security environments’ (2006: 330) in this 

of the historical experiences of the weak and powerless who comprise most of the world’s 
population’ (2006: 332). Traditional security studies not only struggles with the emergence 
of non-state actors, it also cannot fathom the reasons for recourse to ‘terrorist’ acts as a 

such acts per se but rather to point out that the ‘War on Terror’ represents but the latest 
all forms of resistance from the global South 

have been characterised as illegitimate. In keeping with the spirit of Frantz Fanon, they 
instead want to keep open the possibility that violent resistance may at times be the only 
recourse of the weak and oppressed (2006: 251).

In part this relates to a second failing of traditional security studies as characterised by 

and the powerless as marginal or derivative elements of world politics as at best the site of 
liberal good intentions or at worst a potential source of threats’ (2006: 332). Here the over-

Edward Said’s writings on ‘Orientalism’ (see Box 3.2), become apparent. As John Hobson 
notes, drawing on Edward Said (2003):

Eurocentrism or Orientalism is a discourse that was invented in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries by European thinkers as they went about constructing European 
identity [where] Western man was elevated to the permanent ‘proactive subject’ of 
global politics/economics – past, present and future – standing at the centre of all 
things. Conversely, Eastern ‘man’ was relegated to the peripheral status of global pol-
itics’ ‘passive object’, languishing on the Other side of an imaginary civilizational 
frontier, stripped of history and dignity. In this Eurocentric imaginary, then, the line of 
civilizational apartheid separates the Western heart of light from the Eastern heart of 
darkness.

(2007: 94)

In short, Eurocentric/Orientalist accounts assume European centrality geographically, 
historically, and politically, and Western development (with its roots in Europe) as the apex 
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Box 3.2 Theorising the postcolonial: key thinkers and ideas in postcolonial 
studies

as to what might constitute postcolonialism (or postcolonial studies) as a distinct theoretical 

studies is so hotly contested at present as is the term “post-colonial”; probably no area of study 
is so thoroughly riven with disciplinary self-doubt and mutual suspicion’ (Slemon 2001: 100). 
In fact it might be argued that the only minimal common ground between postcolonial thinkers 
is a shared effort to come to terms with what, exactly, the nature of the ‘postcolonial’ con-
dition is. In the process, the group of thinkers loosely connected under the rubric of postcolo-
nial studies have produced ‘a radical rethinking and re-formulation of forms of knowledge and 
social identities authored and authorized by colonialism and western domination’ (Prakash 
1992: 8). Frequently this has entailed questioning the term ‘Third World’ itself as a descrip-

contradistinction to a Western ‘core’. Instead, thinkers such as Dipesh Chakrabarty (1992, 
2000) point us towards an examination of colonial/postcolonial histories and experiences 
authored by the subjugated. Borrowing Antonio Gramsci’s concept of the ‘subaltern’ – used to 
denote groups or classes within society that are subject to the authority of ruling groups – this 
school of ‘Subaltern Studies’ attempts to make common cause with subordinated people eve-
rywhere
of subjugated minorities globally (see Guha and Spivak 1988; Prakash 1990).

Although very different in its form and goals, this emphasis on the shared experience of 
subjugation (and the forms of knowledge and action it gives rise to) is also indicated in the 
title of Frantz Fanon’s seminal (1961) work The Wretched of the Earth [Les damnés de la 
terre] (Fanon 2001). Fanon (1925–1961), a psychotherapist and an active member of the Front 

illustrate the inherent and brutal violence of colonial rule and to articulate a liberating counter-
violence on the part of those subjected to colonialism. Where Fanon’s work points to a form of 
postcolonial identity forged out of the violent struggle against colonialism (and has sometimes 
been criticised on this basis), Edward Said’s (1935–2003) seminal account of Orientalism
(Said 2003) takes a longer historical view of the development of the relationship between 
Western colonial powers and the people of the Middle East, and the forms of identity and 
power produced as a result. Said’s work examines the ways in which particular constructions 
of an ‘exotic’ oriental ‘Other’ and romantic notions of the ‘orient’ in Western literary and cul-
tural writings have continually underpinned imperialism, racism, and, ultimately, the notion of 
the ‘West’ itself.

More recent work in postcolonial studies has exhibited a concern with whether and how a 
more ‘authentic’ version of the postcolonial experience might be rendered, and whether this is 
even possible. Indeed, for some, contemporary postcolonial studies, intersecting with theoret-
ical currents from poststructuralist thinkers such as Jacques Derrida (see Chapter 4), is gener-
ally distinguished by an attempt to ‘abolish all distinctions between center and periphery as 
well as all other “binarisms” that are allegedly a legacy of colonial(ist) ways of thinking and to 
reveal societies globally in their complex heterogeneity and contingency’ (Dirlik 1994: 329). 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1942–), drawing on both feminism and poststructuralism, has 
focused on the question of who speaks for the subaltern (Spivak 1988) in the context of 
unequal power relations, whilst Homi Bhahba (1949–) argues that the postcolonial condition is 
best thought of in terms of ‘hybridity’ – the ways in which the cultures, languages, and experi-
ences of ‘coloniser’ and ‘colonised’ are inherently mixed and reformulated (or ‘hybridised’) 
rather than essentialist categories (Bhahba 1994).
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of ‘civilisation’. Critics have suggested that such Orientalism has been a pervasive feature 

strong Orientalist currents in accounts of strategic theory, the Cuban Missile Crisis, the 
Second World War, and the Holocaust where, in each, the West has been routinely and 

world in which the West always ended up on the ‘good’ side (1994: 5). In doing so it 

of Western intervention (military and economic) in the global South.
-

ment over their traditional counterpart and often exhibit their own Eurocentric/Orientalist 
tendencies. They too are concerned that ‘emancipation’, as advocated in Critical Security 
Studies (see Chapter 1), is ultimately rooted in Western political theory. More substan-

problem with CSS is that it ultimately maintains a distinction between ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ 
where only the former are assumed to have the capacity and agency to emancipate the 
latter:

The politics of critical and human security approaches revolve around the concept of 
emancipation, an idea derived from the European Enlightenments. In this literature, 
the agent of emancipation is almost invariably the West, whether in the form of 
Western-dominated international institutions, a Western-led global civil society, or the 
‘ethical foreign policies’ of leading Western powers . . . Even when the concrete agents 
of emancipation are not themselves Westerners, they are conceived of as the bearers of 
Western ideas, whether concerning economy, politics or culture.

(2006: 350; cf. Hobson 2007)

-
sented within both traditional and critical approaches in terms of what is ‘lacking’ in com-
parison to the West, in this case the agential capacity of those in the non-Western world. 
Indirectly addressing Ayoob’s Subaltern Realism, they also critique accounts that explain 

modernity, such as sovereignty, rather than as a consequence of long histories of colonial 
and postcolonial interaction with the West’ (2006: 347) (recall Ayoob’s argument that the 
‘Third World security predicament’ emanates primarily from a lack of adequate state insti-

-
tional approach’ that recognises the mutual constitution of the ‘strong’ and the ‘weak’ and 
‘begins with the assumption that the social world is composed of relations rather than sepa-
rate objects, like great powers or “the West” ’ (2006: 348). Thus, the ‘postcolonial moment’ 
highlights ‘the interconnectedness, rather than the separateness, of the colonial and the 
postcolonial and the North and the South’ (Abrahamsen 2003: 196, emphasis added) as a 
key focus of investigation within security studies.

What this might mean, and what precisely is a ‘non-Eurocentric security studies’ in this 

Chapter 8, though, several critical approaches to the issue of development and security in 
particular might be said to adopt a stance that seeks to emphasise the relational aspect – 

-
mately, what this ‘postcolonial moment’ might entail, at a minimum, is a refusal to treat 
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the terms such as ‘West’ and ‘Third World’ as self-evident, even – and perhaps especially 
– in self-proclaimed accounts of ‘Third World security’.

Postcoloniality, race, and ‘necropolitics’

The postcolonial critique of the West-centric tendencies of traditional and some ‘critical’ 
approaches to security such as CSS (Chapter 1) can be extended to poststructural perspec-

-
gies between postcolonialism and poststructuralism, such as the common focus on 
questions of identity and difference, notions of otherness, and the problem of universal 
grand narratives (see Chapter 4). On the other hand, he also claims that there are some key 
differences precisely around the issue of who the political subject is and where s/he is pre-
supposed to be:

Emerging from a rather comfortably self-contained view of the West, [poststructuralist 
perspectives] seem to contain little recognition that a totalizing critique of all forms of 
essentialism and identity politics might play out very differently for people situated 
outside putative mainstreams or that the demise of narratives such as the nation may 
have different political implications for those situated elsewhere.

(1999: xxix)

In a similar vein, Christine Sylvester has referred to the typically Western focus of much 
of the poststructural work on sovereignty, practices of exceptionalism, and contemporary 
biopolitics. This geographical and cultural bias, Sylvester argues, is not unique to post-

this scholarship. Thus key thinkers associated with poststructuralism, such as Michel 
Foucault and Giorgio Agamben, typically draw on Western examples and delimit their 

Nevertheless, there have been some attempts at applying the insights of Foucault and 
Agamben to the postcolonial context. Sylvester refers to the work of Rajeev Patel and 

Box 3.3 Relating the ‘West’ and ‘the rest’: outlining a ‘relational approach’ to 
the War on Terror

For many, the War on Terror is a clash between the West and the Islamic world. Al-
-

is that it ignores the long history of interconnection and mutual constitution out of which 

Islamic cultures and histories, modern technologies and communications, and the policies 
of various regimes and great powers combined to form crystallisations, amongst them bin 

these phenomena and squeeze them into boxes marked ‘Islam’ and ‘the West’ will not aid 
understanding of the dynamics of the War on Terror. More importantly, policies derived 
from such binary understandings may create the very conditions that crystallise future bin 
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Philip McMichael (2004), who argue that colonial governance was in essence about con-
trolling and managing bodies. In this sense, the colony was the epitome of a ‘biopolitical’ 
space:

local people were routinely made to cover their bodies, subject their bodies to hygiene, 

-
nizing state.

(Sylvester 2006: 68)

history. Rather, via contemporary expressions of the state of exception, colonial biopoliti-
cal practices are arguably very much alive in current global political life. Indeed, for Syl-
vester, one of the rationales for postcolonial studies is precisely to ‘see and address more of 
the troubling biopolitics of our times’ (2006: 76).

Thinking about various biopolitical practices through the lens of postcolonialism enables 
the interrogation of an otherwise neglected dimension of global security relations: race. In 
this context Achille Mbembe is of note in his insistence on the racial characteristics of con-
temporary biopolitics. Mbembe takes as his starting point Foucault’s understanding of 
racism as a form of control based upon the distribution of the human species into different 
groups and the ‘establishment of a biological caesura between the ones and the others’ 
(Mbembe 2003: 17). A racist logic is one that divides, separates, and distinguishes between 
people based upon biological characteristics so that some lives may count as worthy of 
living and others may not. In this way racism can be considered as a form of biopolitical 
economy that serves to regulate who dies and who stays alive depending on the imperatives 
of the state. Yet, despite the overt prevalence of racism, Mbembe claims that it ‘has been 
the ever present shadow in Western political thought and practice; especially when it comes 
to imagining the inhumanity of, or rule over, foreign peoples’ (2003: 17).

Mbembe considers the racial biopolitics of practices in the colony. Slavery, he argues, 

the plantation, where a slave belongs to his master and is kept alive but in a permanent 

does not conform to the norm of the state: the army is not a distinct entity; wars are not 
fought between regular armies; there is no distinction between combatants and non-
combatants. ‘As such’, writes Mbembe, ‘the colonies are the location par excellence where 
the controls and guarantees of judicial order can be suspended – the zone where the viol-
ence of the state of exception is deemed to operate in the service of “civilization” ’ (2003: 
24). In other words, echoing the work of Giorgio Agamben, those who inhabit the colony 

in a permanent state of exception.

into different compartments aligned with the biological categorisation of those living 
-

lishment of the colony relies upon the writing of new spatial relations via new boundaries, 

suggests, then Mbembe argues that ‘sovereignty meant occupation, and occupation meant 
relegating the colonised into a third zone between subjecthood and objecthood’ (2003: 26). 
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understanding of contemporary forms of subjugation of some peoples’ lives to the power 
of death. Foucault’s focus on the ability of biopower to ‘make live and let die’ does not 
take into account

the various ways in which, in our contemporary world, weapons are deployed in the 
interest of maximum destruction of persons and the creation of death-worlds, new and 
unique forms of social existence in which vast populations are subjected to conditions 
of life conferring upon them the status of the living dead.

(Mbembe 2003: 40)

what Foucault calls disciplinary power and biopower with a third form of governance: 
‘necropower’.

Mbembe develops the concept of necropower to characterise the way in which the dynam-
ics of territorial fragmentation referred to by Fanon combine with a proliferation of sites of 
violence that result in death in the colony. The ‘splintering occupation’ of colonies involves 
the separation of communities not only in two but three dimensions. Battlegrounds are not 
solely located on the earth’s surface: ‘the underground as well as the airspace are transformed 

the cultivation of such spatial arrangements that put populations in daily contact with the pos-

a liminal position between life and death that means they are easier to manage (and dispose 
of). The concept of ‘necropolitics’ thus carries deliberately macabre overtones that seek to 
alert us to the radical insecurities suffered in many parts of the world that are not adequately 
captured by accounts of security emanating from the developed ‘West’. Mbembe argues that 
the ‘most accomplished’ form of necropower is the occupation of Palestine, but the idea of 
the ‘death world’ can be applied to many parts of Africa and other areas of the global South 
where ‘the sovereign might kill at any time or in any manner’ (2003: 25). Thinking postcolo-
nial insecurities in terms of necropolitics therefore expands the horizons of critical security 
studies beyond a Western frame that has typically sought to expunge both race and death.

Conclusion

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, and as evidenced in its presentation of the mul-
tiple and often disparate ‘postcolonial’ perspectives relevant to security studies, the term 
postcolonial encompasses a variety of meanings. Whereas some scholars interpret the 
‘post’ in postcolonial purely in terms of historical and geographical differentiation of the 
‘Third World’ and its security predicaments, others argue the term should be more accu-
rately deployed to critique the Western-centric biases of (critical) security studies, or to 
highlight the essential continuity of colonial practices in the creation of ‘death-worlds’ as 
opposed to any clean break between colonial and postcolonial epochs. The extent to which 
any or all of these postcolonial perspectives on security overlap or are compatible is open 
to question. Indeed, for some ‘the term “postcolonial” seems increasingly to be straining at 
its seams, incorporating a proliferating set of theories with varying ontologies and episte-
mologies many of which are incommensurable, as even some postcolonialists recognise’ 
(Hobson 2007: 103), and the same might well be said of the various postcolonial 
approaches to security outlined here.
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Yet, the plurality and diversity of postcolonial perspectives might equally be cast as a 
particular source of interest for students of security. Taken as a whole, and in spite of their 
internal differences, postcolonial approaches can be said to draw our attention to the parts 
of the world, parts of theory, and perspectives that are usually only partially considered or 
even absent from both traditional and critical accounts of security. In relation to critical 
security studies in particular, postcolonial approaches are notable not only for the extent to 
which they reinforce some of the moves within the critical ‘turn’ in security studies, but 
also for the ways in which they continue to challenge many of the theories and approaches 
covered in other chapters in this book.

Key points

in particular the security concerns of the Third World tended to be read through the lens of 
the superpower rivalry or simply neglected altogether within security studies.

‘security predicament’ but has in turn been criticised for its explicit statism, which many 
critical approaches suggest is often a source of individual insecurity.

-
tive overlap between security studies and postcolonial studies that addresses the 
Eurocentric/‘Orientalist’ biases of both traditional and critical security studies.

colonial conditions, and that race has been a neglected aspect of the study of global secur-
ity relations in both the traditional and critical literatures.

Discussion points

-
tion can turn out to be a recipe for grave disorder and anarchy’ (Ayoob 1997). 
Why might a ‘Third World perspective’ lead to a critique of ‘emancipation’ as 
the basis of security studies?

security?

Guide to further reading

Mohammed Ayoob (1995) 
and the International System -
spective on security, Mohammed Ayoob’s work is still the primary point of reference within secur-
ity studies.

Critical Security Studies: Concepts and Cases 

by Ayoob, albeit one that is more open to the ‘broadening’ of the security agenda.
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War World’, Review of International Studies, 24: 125–136; Michael Barnett (2002) ‘Radical Chic? 
Subaltern Realism: A Rejoinder’, International Studies Review -
vides a critical review of Ayoob’s Third World Security Predicament, while Barnett makes an inci-
sive critique of the notion of ‘Subaltern Realism’.

Review of 
International Studies, 32: 329–352. The most substantive attempt to relate security studies and 
postcolonial studies to date.

Postcolonial Insecurities: India, Sri Lanka, and the Question of Nationhood
-

Globalisation and Postcolo-
nialism: Hegemony and Resistance in the Twenty-First Century -

As well as consulting these texts, readers are also recommended to go straight to one or more of the 
seminal works in postcolonial studies such as Fanon (2001) [1961], Said (2003) [1978], Chakrabarty 
(2000), or Bhabha (1994). Alternatively, or as an introduction to these texts, the review chapter by 
Slemon (2001) and the text in which it appears (Castle 2001) both provide useful overviews of key 

(1997), and Young (2001). Critical perspectives on the use of meta-geographical terms such as ‘the 

(1997), and Slater (2004) (see Bibliography for details of all these readings).



 

4 Poststructuralism and international 
political sociology

Abstract

-

-

-

Introduction

Over the past three decades, security scholars inspired by poststructuralist thought have 
highlighted the politics of language, interpretation, and representation in the construc-
tion of notions of danger, threat, and identity in international security. More recently, 
especially in the context of the ‘War on Terror’ unleashed in the aftermath of the attacks 
on the World Trade Center and Pentagon on 11 September 2001, this work has prolifer-
ated in new directions involving analyses of discourses of exceptionalism, debates about 
‘liberty’ and ‘security’, and practices of security as a technique of government. It is pos-
sible to trace the emergence of a more sociologically oriented approach to security, 

-
turalism was once seen as marginal to security studies, it has become increasingly 
prominant, though has not gone without criticism, especially in the UK and European 
contexts.

What is ‘poststructuralism’?

-
modernism’ used interchangeably in the literature. This can be quite confusing as each 
refers to something potentially very different.

‘Postmodernity’ implies a particular historical periodisation: the idea that we are cur-
rently living in an era, sometimes said to have been ushered in by the Second World War, 
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that is in some sense or  the epoch known as ‘modernity’. ‘Postmodernism’, 
while often related to this view of history, is more of an umbrella term for an artistic, archi-
tectural, and cultural movement in the West that emerged in the 1950s/1960s. ‘Poststruc-
turalism’, our primary concern in this chapter, is a fragmentary assemblage of diverse 
social, political, and philosophical thought that engages with, but also calls into question, 
the ‘structuralist’ tradition. ‘It’ is commonly associated with a particular intellectual milieu, 
including Roland Barthes, Jean Baudrillard, Gilles Deleuze, Jacques Derrida, Michel 
Foucault, Jacques Lacan, and Jean-François Lyotard among other, typically (though not 
exclusively) French, thinkers of the twentieth century.

A word of caution is required here, however, since many of the thinkers whose work is 
labelled ‘poststructural’ seek to distance themselves from this term. Derrida, for example, 
considers it inherently suspect and problematic. One of the reasons for this distancing is 
that the label tends to be used more by critics than supposed proponents as a way of dis-
missing so-called poststructuralist works without engaging with them on their own terms. 
Another reason, which offers a clue as to the ethos of poststructural thought, is a refusal to 
accept practices of labelling, categorisation, and generalisation unproblematically – as par-
adigmatically captured by Lyotard’s ‘incredulity towards meta-narratives’ (‘progress’, 
‘emancipation’, the ‘end of history’, and so on).

Nevertheless, poststructuralism, if there is such a thing, pays especial attention to detail, 

forms of knowledge. Indeed, many of the above thinkers challenge the very idea that we 
can think and speak of ‘the world’ in any straightforward meaningful sense. This is because 
what we might mean by ‘the world’ always already depends upon representations of ‘it’, 
which, in turn, are not separate from but fundamentally a part of that world. In this context, 
then, the role of language is essential, because any knowledge or experience of ‘the world’ 
is unthinkable outside interpretation.

Language and the security of meaning

Before we delve deeper into the implications of poststructuralism for the study of security, 

Structural linguistics

One route into a characterisation of the relation between structuralism and poststructural-
ism is via Ferdinand de Saussure’s structural approach to language and Jacques Derrida’s 
subsequent ‘deconstruction’ of it.

Saussure (1857–1913) was a Swiss linguist whose  (1986) 
[1916] was published posthumously by his students. The focus of Saussure’s work was the 
production of meaning and he developed a theory of the structure of language.

For Saussure, the structure of any language consists of a series of different sounds and 
ideas. The basic unit of the linguistic structure is called the ‘sign’ (e.g. ‘chair’). Each sign 

-

between the sound of the word ‘chair’ when spoken and the piece of furniture known as a 
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‘chair’ to which we refer when we say that word. This is because, for Saussure, there are 
no positive terms within the linguistic structure, only differences. Put another way, the 
meaning of the sign ‘chair’ is not present in and of itself. Rather, we only know what is 
meant when someone says ‘chair’ because it is not a ‘table’, ‘footstool’, ‘desk’, and so on. 
So, the meaning of the sign ‘chair’ is not given as such, but produced in contradistinction 
to other signs in the linguistic structure.

The key point of Saussure’s approach to language, therefore, is that meaning depends 
on  within the structure of language. Indeed, it is because of the very structure of 
language – a series of differences between signs – that there is such a thing as ‘meaning’ in 

Deconstructing the security of meaning

Derrida’s encounter with Saussure goes some way to illustrating the relationship between 
structuralism and poststructuralism. As we shall see, the latter does not reject the former, 
but rather works with it, on its own terms, to produce a more sophisticated understanding 
of language and the production of meaning. This is why many writers refer to ‘poststruc-
turalism’ as one word.

Derrida (1930–2004) agreed with Saussure’s fundamental insight that meaning is pro-
duced through differences within the linguistic structure. However, Derrida argued that 
meaning is not always as stable as Saussure’s structuralist approach implies: the meaning of 
signs in any given sentence often remains ambiguous and can lead to confusion. How many 
times, for example, have you received a text message from someone and not quite under-
stood what has been meant? Some messages, such as those arranging a time and place, 
might be straightforward enough. Others, though, may leave you wondering things like: Am 
I being asked out on a date? How much should I read into this? What does s/he really 
by such and such? In these instances, there is a delay between the thought of the person 
sending the message and the point of communication with the recipient of the SMS.

already slippery, ‘on the move’, so to speak, endlessly differing and deferring. Therefore, 
whilst Saussure paid attention to the spatial differentiation between signs within the lin-
guistic structure, Derrida argued that he neglected the importance of  and the 
of meaning. In this way, Derrida did not argue against or ‘critique’ Saussure. Instead, he 
brought the issue of temporal delay to Saussure’s structuralist account of the production of 
meaning in language.

Although Derrida wrote very little about security issues as traditionally understood, in a 
certain sense he can be thought of as a theorist of security. Having shown that meaning is 
always already differing and deferring, Derrida was interested in attempts to secure it. He 
argued that in Western thought the inherent instability of meaning is secured through the 
use of binary oppositions, for example man/woman, cause/effect, presence/absence, and so 
on. According to Derrida, these terms are not equal, but implicated in a hierarchical rela-

 woman, etc.), which gives 

status, however, it cannot function without the second term on which it relies. In other 
words, the superior term depends on its shadow: it is only through the exclusion of the sec-

The focus of Derrida’s work, then, is not ontology or ‘what is’, but what he called -
 or ‘what is not’ – in other words that which is left out or excluded in order for 
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meant by a ‘deconstructive’ way of reading. Deconstruction is a mode of thinking that 
takes the instability of meaning as its starting point in order to then trace attempts at secur-
ing it. As we shall go on to see, Derrida’s work has inspired a number of deconstructive 
readings of an array of issues in the study of global security relations – including what 
‘security’ itself might mean.

‘Truth’, discourse, and power

Foucault (1926–1984) was a historian and social theorist who, like Derrida, was drawn 
to marginal phenomena to analyse the (re)production of norms in Western society. He 
traced the way in which different understandings of insanity and sexual deviance came to 

‘What is madness?’ Foucault explored how the meaning of madness is produced through 
different social institutions at different times. Through hospitals, universities, and the sci-

madness is made possible. In such a context, the ‘truth’ of what counts as insanity and 

become manufactured and accepted as such. On this basis, according to Foucault, there is 
such a thing as ‘truth’, but it will vary according to social, economic, and historical context. 
Hence Foucault focuses on the role played by prevailing ‘discourses’.

In a general sense, ‘discourse’ is the context within which regimes of truth come to be. 
Importantly, Foucault’s use of this term does not merely refer to ‘language’. Rather, in 
Foucauldian terms, discourse is understood as a series of practices, representations, and 
interpretations through which different regimes of truth, for example the boundary between 
sanity and insanity, are (re)produced. The realm of the discursive, then, is one in which 
identities are constructed, social relations established, and ethical-political outcomes made 

permits an analysis of different regimes of truth. It also tells us about the nature of power, 
or more accurately what Foucault called ‘relations of power’, in society (see Box 4.1). 
What counts as ‘true’ is always implicated in the relationship between knowledge and 
power (or what is sometimes referred to as the ‘power–knowledge nexus’). Discursive 
analyses, therefore, identify ‘subjugated knowledges’, which have been excluded by the 
regime of truth.

The poststructural turn in security studies

saw the publication of several landmark texts in IR, including Richard K. Ashley’s article 
‘Untying the Sovereign State: A Double-Reading of the Anarchy Problematique’, pub-
lished in  (1988); Michael J. Shapiro and 
James Der Derian’s edited collection 

 (1989); and R.B.J. Walker’s (1993) -
. Taken together, these texts constitute what some sur-

veyors of the disciplinary landscape consider to be the beginning of a ‘poststructural turn’ 
in IR theorising. Much of the focus of this early work was directed against the tendency of 
the then dominant Realist/Neo-Realist paradigm to take the social world as a given rather 
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Box 4.1 Michel Foucault: the ‘how’ of power

For Foucault, power cannot be approached as if ‘it’ were something that can be possessed by 
someone. Rather, we must think of power as a relation or interplay between people. To study 
power, therefore, is to analyse the  or terms of that interplay. In other words, 
instead of thinking about the ‘who’ of power, it is necessary to question the ‘how’ of power 
relations in any given context. For this reason, Foucault argued that we need to cut off the 
king’s head in political philosophy. By this, he meant shifting our attention away from the 
sovereign to  understood as the techniques, tactics, strategies used to 

-
cially, for Foucault, relations of power should not be conceived of as entirely repressive. The 
relation between the master and the slave, whereby the latter is in total subordination to the 
former, is not one of  but of -
suppose some form of freedom in order to operate. Hence, where there are relations of power 
there are always sites of resistance. In this way, power relations are said to have a 
dimension.

Foucault argued that the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries saw the emergence of new 
equipment, instruments, and procedures that gave rise to a new type of power relation. This 
new type relied heavily on different forms of surveillance of individuals as represented by 
Jeremy Bentham’s (1785) model of the panopticon – the perfect prison designed so that 
inmates in cells would feel as though they were under the constant watch of guards in the 
watch tower without being able to see them or each other (see Figure 4.1). Such a power, 
which Foucault called ‘disciplinary power’, structures space by enclosing people to enable 
control over their movement. Disciplinary power relations therefore work at an individual 
level with, for example, the body of the inmate as the focus of various techniques, tactics, and 
strategies.

‘The panopticon.’

Cells

Cells

Annular well

Annular well

Watch tower
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poststructural critics questioned how the image of international politics as portrayed by 
prominent Realists like Kenneth N. Waltz came to appear natural, neutral, and unchanging. 
Drawing on the insights of Derrida and Foucault among others, they analysed Realist dis-
courses of hierarchy/anarchy, inside/outside, and self/other, in order to demonstrate how 
those accounts rely upon particular binary oppositions to give the impression that the struc-
ture of international politics is stable and immutable.

security studies should be considered. For many writers associated with this turn, the dis-
tinction between ‘IR’ on the one hand and ‘security’ on the other is inherently problematic. 
Indeed, many earlier poststructuralist-inspired works in international politics, such as James 
Der Derian’s (1992), David Campbell’s (1992) 

, David Campbell 

-
tion. At this time, new statistical methods pioneered by early demographers gave rise to the 
idea of the  as a category. Western societies increasingly came to think of the 
human as a species and the biological features of the population became the target of political 
strategies. In this context, new relations of power emerged, not based on man as an individual 
body, but man as a living being. Biopolitical techniques, designed to ‘make live and let die’, 
enabled new forms of governance. Instead of disciplining individual bodies, biopolitics seeks 

sifting ‘good’ elements of the population from ‘bad’.

Box 4.2 R.B.J. Walker: deconstructing international relations

In his  (1993), R.B.J. Walker argues 
that theories of international relations are less interesting for the analyses they provide than as 

-
teries of human existence. At the heart of these attempted resolutions in IR theory is the 
concept of . For Walker, sovereignty is not a natural given. Rather, it is an histor-
ical construct that emerged from the seventeenth century as a principle for organising our-

 as citizens of a 
universal common humanity and citizens of particular nation states. The principle of sover-
eignty, according to Walker, relies upon a spatial and temporal distinction between inside and 
outside. Spatially, a line is drawn between the inside of political community, associated with 
safety, security, and amity on the one hand, and the  of the international associated with 
lawlessness, insecurity, and enmity on the other hand. Temporally, this demarcation provides 
the condition of possibility for aspirations towards justice, democracy, and ‘progress’ within 

and warfare between states. Through different discursive practices, for example in the realms 
of foreign policy and international law, the inside/outside dichotomy is reproduced thereby 
creating the effect of sovereignty and a sense of stability. According to Walker, conventional 
IR theories rely upon but fail to acknowledge this logic of inside/outside, which serves to reaf-
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and Michael Dillon’s  (1993), and Michael Dillon’s The 
 (1996), deliberately sought to blur the terrains of IR theory, security 

studies, and political philosophy.
David Campbell’s 

(1992) is a seminal poststructural account of the role of identity and the production 
of danger in international security. Inspired by Derrida’s account of language and the 
production of meaning, Campbell argues that  is constituted by : ‘The 
constitution of identity is achieved through the inscription of boundaries that serve to 
demarcate an “inside” from an “outside”, a “self ” from an “other”, a “domestic” from a 
“foreign” ’ (1992: 8).

He refers to this identity/difference problematic in a general sense as ‘foreign policy’ 
(small ‘f’ and ‘p’). Applying this logic, the identities of states are never given but (re)pro-
duced in relation to other states through repetitive practices that code, constitute, and dis-
cipline the boundaries on which the identity/difference problematic depends. Indeed, on 
this view, ‘the state’ does not exist as such outside the gamut of practices that bring it into 
being. In other words states, and their identities, are  (for connections with Judith 

political entities, but must always be considered as a ‘work in progress’.
Campbell’s study explores how the identity of the US is constituted via an analysis of 

texts written in its name. It proceeds by offering a close, detailed, empirical examination 
of how those texts secure the meaning of the identity of the US as a major actor in inter-

danger
in order that the US can portray itself in a particular way. Danger, he argues, is not an 
objective condition: ‘it (sic) is not a thing that exists independently of those to whom it 
may become a threat’ (1992: 2). There is nothing that is inherently ‘dangerous’ and not 
all dangers are treated equally in international politics. Rather, danger must be under-
stood as a ‘category of understanding’: ‘those events or factors that we identify as dan-
gerous come to be ascribed as such only through an interpretation of their various 
dimensions of dangerousness’ (1992: 2). It is against the designation of state as danger-
ous that the identity of state 
(with a capital ‘F’ and ‘P’) – as traditionally understood in terms of the external affairs 
of the state – is only one of a number of discourses of danger made possible by foreign 
policy. He argues, however, that it has been afforded a privileged position within the dis-
cursive economy of the state, which, ‘by virtue of telling us what to fear, have been able 

In his reading of US Foreign Policy texts during the period of the Cold War, Campbell 
considers how a particular view of danger and dangerousness came to be associated with 
communism and the Soviet Union. Following the Second World War, the US government 
confronted an array of domestic challenges including high unemployment, low wages, and 
the growing demands of the Trade Union movement. Yet, despite seemingly having no 
connection with these challenges, the Soviet Union became a threat to the nation, which 
generated a ‘red scare’ whereby external threats came to be associated with internal dis-
order. Through the exteriorisation of the threat, and the demonisation of the Soviet Union 
as ‘other’, ‘alien’, ‘subversive’, ‘dirty’, and ‘sick’, US Foreign Policy texts attempted to 
secure a particular version of American identity. It is precisely this attempt at securing the 
meaning of the US, in contradistinction to the identity of the Soviet Union, which Camp-
bell refers to as the practice of .
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International political sociology (IPS)

More recently, especially against the backdrop of the US-led ‘War on Terror’, poststruc-
tural approaches to security have been invigorated and taken in new theoretical and empiri-
cal directions. Much of this research is associated with the so-called ‘Paris School’, which 
fuses a concern with discourses of security and constructions of danger with a focus on 
security practices. The focus on practices such as the role of security professionals, the 
conduct of policing, and the activities of private security companies, for example, aligns 
this work with a more sociologically oriented approach. It is in this context that the term 
‘International Political Sociology’ has been used.

between liberty and security from an IPS perspective. Methodologically, Bigo takes much 
inspiration from the French social theorist Pierre Bourdieu, particularly his related concepts 
of  and the  to refer to the 
framework of orientation, provided for both by formal and informal social structures, 
within which actors are emplaced in society. The  is the social universe within which 
actors relate to each other and those structures: a complex web of relations between differ-
ent positions determined by inequalities such as power and wealth.

Applying these concepts, Bigo has analysed shifts in the  of security relations in 
the West. Whereas, for example, the distinction between the police on the one hand and the 
army on the other mapped on to and further entrenched a logic of inside/outside as diagnosed 
by Walker (see Box 4.2), Bigo argues that this correlation no longer holds. A new ,

whereby the traditional separation between inside/outside has become ever more blurred:

In very simple terms, we can no longer distinguish between an internal order reigning, 
thanks to the police, by holding a monopoly on legitimate violence, and an archaic 
international order which is maintained by an equilibrium of national powers vis-à-vis
the armies and diplomatic alliances.

(2008: 11)

According to Bigo, however, the border between inside and outside has not so much 
been eroded, but , in the Derridean sense. That is to say, while the realms of 
internal and external are hard to discern, they have not disappeared entirely. Rather, the 
deconstruction of inside/outside has led to the playing-out of that binary in new and often 
unexpected ways (for more on this in relation to border security see Chapter 9).

In turn, this has given rise to a novel  of security relations, between security pro-
fessionals, governmental and non-governmental institutions, the police, military, and 
private enterprise, across an increasingly 

 in the context of the War on Terror is that it constitutes a ‘semantic continuum’ in 
which security actors cultivate fear, unease, and (in)security. Through the development a 

exceptionalism (see Box 4.3), 
necessitates further 
new possibilities as far as the governance of populations in the West is concerned. Here 
the concept of  is pivotal in Bigo’s diagnosis of contemporary political life.

For Bigo, security is always necessarily about : the security of  always leads to 
the insecurity of . In other words, the practice of securing one actor simultaneously 
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renders other actors insecure. For this reason, and this is a crucial point, it makes little 
sense to think of ‘security’ as a positive condition and ‘insecurity’ as its negative correla-
tive. Furthermore, this view holds that security and insecurity are not polar opposites, but 
fundamentally interrelated and interdependent.

On the one hand, there is a striking similarity between Bigo’s formulation of (in)secur-
ity and the classical ‘security dilemma’ in Realist thought. On the other hand, however, 

of this insight to states acting within an anarchical system. Rather, the ‘actors’ in this 

practices through which different actors are produced as (in)secure as practices of 
‘ ’.

Despite the obvious semantic connection, overlaps with the Copenhagen School concept 

conception of securitizing (speech) acts (see also Chapter 5). Along with this conception is 
an attempt at a more nuanced and sophisticated treatment of the affects of an (in)securitiz-

whose security is important, and by the acceptance of different audiences of their 

(2008: 124)

The ultimate task of a more sociologically oriented critical security studies, then, is to 
address the question: ‘Who is doing an (in)securitization move, under what conditions, 
towards whom, and with what consequences?’ (Bigo 2008: 124).

Security and discourses of exceptionalism

Discourses of exceptionalism have become a major concern of recent poststructural-
inspired work in security studies. The concept of the ‘exception’ has a rich political, 
philosophical (and theological) heritage within the tradition of Western thought. Different 
thinkers have used the concept of the exception/exceptionalism in various ways (see Box 4.3).

-
ures’ used by politicians who seek to justify an array of illiberal practices such as those 

detention of ‘unlawful enemy combatants’ at the US naval base in Guantánamo Bay, Cuba. 
Clearly, however, the usage of this phrase is not something new or unique in the context of 
Western politics post-9/11. Rather, there is a long history of declarations of emergency con-
ditions said to necessitate exceptional measures in the West. During the 1920s, for example, 
successive governments of the Weimar Republic in Germany repeatedly invoked emergency 
powers under Article 48 of the constitution. What this kind of move enables is a suspension 
of the normal rule of law and its replacement with a ‘state of exception’.

While formal declarations of states of emergency are few and far between in the West, 
many contemporary security analysts argue that a  nevertheless per-
vades contemporary counter-terrorist policies. Such a logic enables techniques of govern-
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would otherwise be stymied by normal liberal democratic checks and balances on coercive 
and authoritarian regimes. Indeed, by invoking discourses of exceptionalism, such as the 
notion that in any given context it is precisely the security of the nation that is at stake, it is 
arguably more likely that populations in liberal democracies will not only sanction but in 
fact  further illiberal practices.

In recent years the work of Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben (1942–) has become 
popular among security analysts seeking to analyse discourses and practices of excep-
tionalism in the context of the War on Terror. Agamben takes his inspiration from the 
debate between Schmitt and Benjamin in the 1920s and sides with the latter arguing that 
the state of exception has become the dominant paradigm of government in contempor-
ary politics. In support of this view, Agamben refers to contemporary sovereign practices 

Box 4.3 Thinkers of the exception

philosophy, including 
(1922). In this text Schmitt argued that the essence of sovereignty was the ability to decide on 
the exception: ‘For a legal order to make sense, a normal situation must exist, and he is sover-

the scope and provisions of the existing legal order; and second the decision about what can be 
done to remedy the situation. The sovereign, he who makes a double decision on the excep-
tion, has an unusual relationship to the juridical-political order. At once the sovereign both 

and that order in his capacity to decide when the constitu-
tion no longer applies. According to this formula, therefore, the law is paradoxically outside 
itself, since the sovereign who is outside the law declares that there is nothing outside the law. 
Schmitt refers to the strange situation arising from the suspension of existing legal norms and 
practices in this way as the ‘state of exception’.

Benjamin was another early twentieth-century German thinker, engaged critically with 
Schmitt’s theory of sovereignty in an attempt to move the concept of the exception away from 
emergency provisions towards a more original function within Western political structures. In 
his ‘Eighth Thesis on the Concept of History’, Benjamin (2003) responded to Schmitt’s theory 
of exception by arguing:

The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the ‘state of exception’ in which we live is 
the rule. We must attain to a concept of history that accords with this fact. Then we will 
clearly see that it is our task to bring about the real [. . .] state of exception, and this will 
improve our position in the struggle against fascism.

Benjamin points to the way in which, for example, the Third Reich thrived precisely on con-
fusing the difference between norm and exception, law and fact, and order and anomie. On 
this basis, as the quotation above highlights, Benjamin suggested that the task of the oppressed 
is to bring about a state of exception proper since it is only then that fascist rule might be 
overcome.
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that blur the otherwise taken-for-granted threshold between democracy and absolutism. 
One example is former US President George W. Bush’s ‘Military Order’ authorising the 

-
ist activities. This Order works to secure sovereign power by blurring the legal and polit-
ical status of a suspected individual thereby producing a legally unnameable and 

combatant’ is not recognised by the UN or any other international institution. In contra-
vention of Article 5 of the Third Geneva Convention, none of the detainees have been 

their status. Such ambiguity deprives those detained from access to a competent tribunal 
in order to establish who they are and what their rights might be. Agamben argues that 

calls a ‘bare life’.
Bare life does not exist before or outside sovereign power relations: it is not something 

we are all born with and can be stripped down to. Rather, bare life is a form of life that is 
 from law and politics. The fact that bare life has such an unclear juridical and polit-

ical status means that it is more amenable to the sway of sovereign power. Caught in a 
vacuum, bare life is exposed and vulnerable to exceptional practices that may eventually 
even become considered as ‘normal’. Under biopolitical conditions in which the paradigm 
of security has become the normal technique of government, Agamben argues that the dis-
tinction between the citizen and bare life is increasingly blurred: ‘Living in the state of 
exception that has now become the rule has [. . .] meant this: our private body has now 
become indistinguishable from our body politic’ (2000: 39).

‘normal’ lives of the citizen and the ‘exceptional’ existence of bare life. In other words, the 
generalisation of the state of exception puts entire populations under the perpetual threat of 
insecurity. We are all, potentially, bare life, Agamben argues. This insight, and Agamben’s 
argument more generally, has been used by analysts to examine the shooting of electrician 
Jean Charles de Menezes in Stockwell Station (Vaughan-Williams 2007), the treatment of 
victims of terrorist attacks in New York and London by authorities (Edkins 2007), and the bio-
politics of life and death in the War on Terror more generally (Dauphinee and Masters 2007).

Criticisms of poststructural approaches

The poststructural turn in IR and security studies is not without its critics. Indeed, some of 

the validity of poststructuralist scholarship. For some outspoken critics, such as Robert 

have criticised what they consider to be a relativistic and nihilistic ‘anti-foundational’ atti-
tude (Brown 1994).

These criticisms, however, are problematic because they rely upon caricatured 
(mis)readings of some of the main characteristics of poststructural thought. For example, 
many of the authors associated with this genre have set out to call into question the very 

Similarly, Brown’s charge is problematic because it mistakes a questioning of foundations 
for their rejection. Derrida, for example, does not seek to  but rather politicise the 
foundations of Western knowledge. Nevertheless, while poststructuralism has attracted a 
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number of hackneyed criticisms, there are a number of possible areas of limitation that are 
worth taking seriously.

First, while poststructural inspired scholarship offers a number of powerful diagnoses of 
contemporary global security relations, the extent to which it privileges critique over praxis 
might be called into question. On the one hand, a defence would be that it is inherently 
troublesome to imply that critique and praxis are somehow separate or separable to begin 
with. On the other hand, an aversion to making abstract, generalised prescriptions arguably 
entails few prospects for generating security policy advice. Inevitably, this calls into ques-

critically on global security issues? Do scholars have a responsibility to think about the 
practical ‘real-world’ implications of their research?

Second, others have pointed to the way in which, by focusing on the dominant assump-

Western and/or Eurocentric in its outlook. On the one hand, it could be counter-argued that 
the motivation for a critique of the Western/European foundations of knowledge is a delib-
erate move and indeed motivated by a desire to identify, interrogate, and ultimately even 
resist this dominance. On the other hand, postcolonial scholars highlight the possibility that 
starting with a focus on Western/European foundations, values and practices ultimately end 
up reproducing their centrality in global politics.

Third, a number of scholars, including some of those associated with poststructural 

Judith Butler (2004), who has argued that Agamben fails to offer an account of how power 
functions differentially among populations. Focusing on issues of race and ethnicity, Butler 
accuses Agamben of ignoring the ways in which different people are more likely to be pro-
duced as ‘bare life’ than others. Andrew Neal (2009) has pointed to what he considers to be 
the apparently ahistorical treatment of sovereignty in Agamben’s account of the production 
of bare life. Others have questioned the extent to which law is ‘suspended’ entirely in 
Guantánamo Bay, as Agamben claims, or whether it is more accurately a site of hyper-
intensive legal efforts and authorities (Johns 2005).

Key points

with, but does not reject, the ‘structuralist’ tradition.

differences between units in the linguistic structure. Derrida pushed Saussure further, 
however, by emphasising that meaning not only differs between static units, but is also 
deferred across time.

knowledge and power. A Foucauldian approach to power does not see ‘it’ as something 
that can be possessed. Rather, power is always relational and where there is power there is 
always resistance.

 was a pioneering application of poststructural thought 
to the study of security in which he argues that states’ identities are not given but (re)pro-
duced through discursive practices.

focus on practices particularly those associated with the politics of exceptionalism.
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Guide to further reading

Didier Bigo and Anastassia Tsoukala (2008) (eds) 
(London and New York: Routledge). An analysis of the liberty/

security relation from an IPS/Paris School perspective.
David Campbell (1992) 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press). A seminal contribution to poststructural approaches 
that emphasises the politics of identity in international security.

Elizabeth Dauphinee and Cristina Masters (2007) (eds) 
(Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan). An interest-

ing collection that applies a biopolitical approach to security practices in the War on Terror.
Michael Dillon (1996) 

range of poststructuralist thought to the study of security.
Andrew Neal (2009) 

(Oxford and New York: Routledge). A good starting point on the concept of the 
exception and contemporary usages of it.

Weblinks

The ‘InfoTechWarPeace’ project at the Watson Institute, Brown University: www.watsoninstitute.
org/infopeace/index2.cfm.

The website of the CHALLENGE project on the relation between liberty and security in Europe: 
www.libertysecurity.org.

The ‘Biopolitics of Security Network’: www.keele.ac.uk/research/lpj/bos/index.htm.

Discussion points

-
ist perspective?

it? (Discuss with reference to (a) the UK/EU and (b) US contexts.)

to an understanding of contemporary practices in the global ‘War on Terror’?



 

5 Securitization theory

Abstract

This chapter outlines the main features of ‘Securitization Theory’, its theoretical underpinnings 
and it applications. It begins by introducing the concept of securitization and establishing its 
intellectual origins. After outlining the meaning of the concept of securitization in more detail, 
the chapter then goes on to address the issue of how securitization occurs at a general level, 

economic, societal, and political). Following this it discusses the related concept of ‘desecuriti-
zation’ and several other key debates in Securitization Theory. Finally, the chapter assesses the 
place of Securitization Theory within the broader category of critical security studies.
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