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Despite the multiplicity of theories and approaches, the State has always j§ Received :15/05/2021
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been considered as a basic actor in International Relations and an ever-

evolving political being. This continuous evolution has inevitably
Keyword:
State:
which has known significant evolutions, over the time. The dialectic National security:

reflected on the concepts related to the State, such as National Security,

existing between « threats» and « interests» has utterly contributed in National interest:

Development
Globalization

shaping this concept.

Nowadays, in a globalized world, the State is more than ever considered
as the core of the International scene and all efforts to establish a global
definition of National Security without taking in consideration the
variable of interests will be like trying to get blood out from a stone.
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1. Introduction

In 1952, Arnold Wolfers, one of the pioneers of Security Studies, published his famous
article entitled « National Security: an ambiguous symbol ». Considered for a long time
as a reference document in the domain, this essay has generated a heated debate on the
nature of National Security and the perception of the concept by different parts.

More than a half century later, in 2021, the debate on this issue is always opened up and
the concept of National Security is still being considered unclear and equivocal.
Nowadays, many thinkers are wondering about its current definition and its post-modern
perception.

The current period, from the 20th century until today, has witnessed a lot of political,
economic, social and cultural changes. It is considered as one of the most dynamic stages
in International Relations, which had a huge impact on the evolution of the concept of
National Security.

It is for this reason that our main problematic is about the soul of National Security. The
main problem of this research is that we are wondering if we are today able to say that
National Security is always seen as an ambiguous symbol?

Based on the subject matter, the problems can be formulated as follows:

1. What are the different stages of the evolution of the concept of National Security?

2. How did the global new changes impact the perception of National Security?

According to innumerable masterminds, the concept of National Security does not hold
the same meanings and it is not built on the same principles as in the past. The changes
that have known the concept are due to many factors related to the historical context and
the new strategic conjuncture.

The aims of this research are to understand and describe the developments and changes
that let a considerable touch on the concept of National Security and on other concepts
related to it. The theoretical tools used in this essay are mainly the historical approach
that explains the development through history, as well as the descriptive analytical
method that allows us figuring out all the pillars on which is founded the new perception
of National Security.

2. National Security through History

2.1 The etymology of the concept

History has played a crucial role in the epistemological mutation of the concept of
National Security. This historical development registered numerous stages depending on
key historical events, which made of the field of National Security a fertile ground for
debates and struggles. Between the theory and the practice, this issue has been always
ruled and dominated by the question of national interests.

Etymologically, the notion of Security, in general, holds a sense of tranquility and
calmness. In Latin, both words « security » in English and « sécurité » in French mean «
a situation that creates a feeling of not being exposed to any danger»1 . The term in its
Latin origin is «a compound word: « Sine » which means « without » and « Cura » which
means « care ». Therefore, security in Latin means literally « the absence of care », which
let some thinkers to qualify it as an oxymoron »2 .

In the ancient Greek, the term also carries within it a contradiction and duality in
meaning. The word « Aspheleia » means security and safety, while the word « Sphallo »
which is derived from it, means betrayal and infliction on someone. For them « the sea
that makes at the same time security and stability on the one hand, and that destroys and
raises panic by causing earthquakes on the other hand »3 .

In the Arabic language, the word «u<¥» (Al-Amn ) holds also the same meaning as in
Latin and Greek and it is defined as an opposite of worry, fear and terror.
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2.2 The philosophical basis of the concept

Coming back to the philosophical basis of National Security, it has always been related to
the existence of humans and their interests. We feel secure if we are in the shelter from
any threat which can make us worried about our lives and our interests. Therefore,
security is considered as a survival instinct, a natural need and a forever apprehension.

During the era of the Greek and Roman civilizations, the national political unit was the
city. Thus, the empire should preserve its security by preserving the cities from any
attack. « The question of was materialized and developed in the space of the polis due to
speeches of Heraclitus, the poems of Parmenides, the teaching of Socrates, Plato and
Aristotle, or the history of Thucydides »4. Moreover, the speeches of Cicero played a
role in consolidating the idea of security, « who believed that security is the absence of
anxiety under which a happy life could be achieved »5.

On the other hand, the eastern civilizations knew a lot of initiatives in order to preserve
the security and to protect the interests. For instance, the king Hammurabi, in the
Mesopotamia, introduced in his famous Code, many laws in that regard. In the ancient
China, as well, the «Art of War » of « Sun Tzu » is a staple of strategy and security
studies.

Furthermore, the Islamic civilization has its own perception of the idea of security, issued
from the Holly Coran. The concept of the Ummah has been deeply rooted in the
collective conscience and became the compass that leaded the common policy and
determined the common values and interests. In the modern age, the idea of national
security has taken a new turn, thanks to the Social Contract theories and the essays of
many other thinkers of the Enlightenment times.

Through history, several stages and events contributed in the development and the
refinement of the concept of National Security. The Peace Treaty of Westphalia is
considered as a crucial turning point in the International Relations. Since its signature in
1648, several new concepts started to appear on the political scene, such as the « State-
Nation ». That enabled to talk about national security as a real fact which concerned a
whole political entity with all its components. « The Westphalian system is considered as
the birth of a new world based on the neighboring of regions and the neighboring of
powers »6.

Amidst the major changes brought by Westphalia treaty is that the States became the only
actors of International Relations. They had the monopoly of deciding war and peace and
they retained the right of using power. During those times, national security was usually
used as a synonym of national interests, as part of a balance of power. Also, the idea of
sovereignty was developed because « each State had the right to preserve its interests and
its security within the respect of the sovereignty of other States »7.

On the other side, during that era, the idea of national security was limited to the concept
of defense. However, the situation did not take a huge time to change. By the beginning
of the industrial revolution and then the settlement movement, the notion of national
security started to hold new meanings. Defense and offense were two sides of the same
coin. Despite that conceptual fusion the idea of sovereignty was dominating the
international scene until few decades ago.

Moreover, the French Revolution and the Industrial Revolution are considered as
landmarks in the evolution of National security. By the beginning of the 18th century,
which knew the establishment of the principles of the French Revolution of 1789 calling
for freedom, equality and brotherhood, « the French revolution made of security a
domain of monopoly, conserved only to the State, and it is the only one that can protect it,
whether by military force or by diplomatic means»8. In addition, the intensity of the
competition between countries in collecting gold and accumulating capitals, within the
Mercantilism, National Security has become a synonym of defending the interests of the
State and securing its trade routes.
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That definition of National Security, closely linked to the national interest, has been
maintained during the two World Wars and until the Cold War. That last one has brought
a new perception. « In the era of the atom, National Security should not be guaranteed
only at the expense of the security of others, but in a manner to achieve the security of all
countries»9.

Also, during the Cold War occurred a crucial event that had an important impact on the
evolution of national security: the oil crisis of 1973 that coincided with the Arab-Israeli
war, in October 1973, when the Arab oil-exporting countries decided to impose an energy
blockade on Western countries to put pressure on lIsrael and force it to withdraw from the
occupied Arab lands. That event « highlighted how national security can be threatened
with economic weapons»10. As a result, at that time, we started talking about the
interdependency in International Relations and in Security studies.

3. National Security in the globalized world

3.1 The notion of sovereignty and National Security

The Globalization, as a universal phenomenon and concept, has shacked the traditional
perception of numerous concepts, including National Security. That one is shrinking day
after day due to the impact of new actors existing on the international scene. Nowadays,
we listen about lot of new ideas and notions. Sometimes they are completing each other
but sometimes they are definitely in contradiction, such as the human security.

National security is defined as the Security of the State or the Nation, whereas the Human
security holds a definition related to the individuals. According to the United Nations,
«human security means protecting fundamental freedoms — freedoms that are the essence
of life »11 . But here we should ask the question about the attributions of the State as a
traditional protector of the fundamental freedoms! Does that mean that National Security
is becoming an issue treated at a Supra-State level? «Human Security complements State
security, strengthens human development and enhances human rights»12 , added the
report of the UN.

In this day and age, many new actors are competing States in their traditional and
fundamental role, which is preserving peace and security. Due to globalization we are
facing, today, a plurality of international actors, at a point that « we do not have the
appropriate words to describe the new forces that are changing the current world politics
»13.

These actors are multiplying to include « international organizations such as the
European Union, the World Bank for Reconstruction and Development, the International
Monetary Fund and the World Trade Organization»14 . They do not only maintain the
control of the global economy, but also they go beyond that to practice an interfering in
the internal policies of States through the policy of conditionality, for example.

In addition to the international organizations, we can enumerate: the NGOs, the
multinational companies, the functional humanitarian organizations and even individuals
who have the power to put their touch on the universal sphere, such as George Soros, Bill
Gates, Mark Zuckerberg and even Bin Laden. Also we must not forget the organized
crime /terrorist groups and the role of the social media and the think tanks.

All the previous new deals made of national sovereignty a very polemical issue. The idea
of the authority of States is shrinking and the political borders are disappearing. There is
no doubt that the concept of State has not the same definitions and attributions as during
the Westphalian era. The change has afflicted the State’s position and this is why they
extended their roles and their authority with other actors. Today, « the absolute concepts
that came with the Westphalian system are all about to disappear »15. Therefore, this shift
affected the concept of sovereignty as well.

In general, there are two distinct theoretical groups around that question. The first one
sees that States diminish their sovereignty of their own free will because « in a globalized
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world, States cannot achieve their goals and ensure their national interests without a
collective action based on multilateral agreements »16. For this reason, States give up a
part of their sovereignty in favor of a supra-State actor such as the global and regional
organizations.

The second group thinks that the sovereignty of States diminished against their will, «
The actual exercise of sovereign rights is determined according to the State's access to
modernity»17 . On other words, the development of science and the rapid social changes
caused changes on the political scene. The integration of States into the globalized world
will consequently engender a sort of rules and obligations that they must agree with and
respect. The new developments have made of the whole world a small town where every
part can impose its rules and laws according to its power. Moreover, most of the new
concepts appeared recently could be considered as restrictions to sovereignty, such as the
humanitarian intervention.

Many thinkers consider that we should rethink the idea of sovereignty. The humanitarian
intervention, in their opinion, can be understood as a pretext to justify the interference
into the internal affairs of States. On the other hand, the international financial and
monetary institutions are also playing a major role in crafting the new perception of
sovereignty, through the policies they pursue, especially when it comes to developing
countries and that according to the proverb « who pays the piper, calls the tunes ».

Finally, we can say that the idea of national sovereignty’s restriction is no longer political
only, but it is spreading to others areas of International Relations, like the economic and
the social fields.

3.2 National security VS Human security:

Human security is defined as a concept with two fundamental meanings. « On the one
hand, it means security from all forms of permanent and persistent threats such as
poverty, disease and violence. The second aspect is intended to protect against bad and
sudden fluctuations in the level of people's daily life, whether it is in their homes, places
of work or their social life »18 .

In this day and age, we listen more about Human Security than National Security. The
reason beyond this new fact is that we are towards a rethinking and a redefinition of the
concept of National Security. That last one still be assimilated to the concept of national
interest. In this context we are wondering about who determines the criteria of a national
interest?

Given the innumerable new actors of International Relations, States are not the only ones
to determine the rules of the game. The concept of Human security has evolved owing to
the change of national interests. Nowadays, we cannot talk only about the interests of the
State, without talking about the interests and the needs of its citizens. Thus the Human
security established a holistic view of the National security, by implementing a global
framework founded on both the security of the State and the security of the individuals.

Building a harmonious relationship between National Security and Human Security is a
vital purpose in International Relations and Security studies. The reality proved that the
new perception of National security does not mean only the protection of national
interests and fighting against the different threats but also the consecration and the
protection of Human Rights. The global experiences currently faced by the whole
humanity underpinned that, mainly nowadays during the sanitary crisis of COVID-19.
The security of the State cannot be determined far from the security of its citizens.

3.3The constructive ambiguity of National security:

National Security is one of the most controversial concepts in Politics. Regarding to its
origin and evolution, the idea of ambiguity is deeply anchored into the meaning of
national interest and therefore into the meaning of security. The concept of national
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security holds different sorts of ambiguity. The first aspect is about its etymology. As we
explained previously the notion of security is considered as an oxymoron. The terms used
in the field of Security Studies imply a real conflict of interests between the multiple
parts dominating the International Relations. Nowadays, «there are not only struggles
about security between Nations but also struggles among security between notions»19.

On the other side, there is a functional aspect of ambiguity, which can be qualified as a
constructive ambiguity. Each one of the stakeholders explains this ambiguity according to
its own interests. According to A. Wolfers, « the important question is whether this
formula of national security can be a meaningful guide for securing national interest»20 .

It should be noted that the concept of «constructive ambiguity is attributed to the former
U.S. Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger, who defined it as « the deliberate use of
ambiguous language on a sensitive issue in order to advance some political purpose »21 .
Therefore, the constructive ambiguity could be considered not as a way of thinking but as
a tool of negotiating and persuasion. When the matter concerns the interests of the State,
it would be, without any doubt, a matter of existence and security.

In this context, we can say that almost all terminology related to national security enters
into the global framework of national interest, such us the concept of development in all
its different levels and each concept holding an aspect of sustainability and flexibility. As
long as the national interests are not reached, all the other concepts will be in permanent
evolution.

4, CONCLUSION

To conclude we come back to the main problem of this essay. Are we today able to say
that the WNational Security is always seen as an ambiguous symbol, as A. Wolfers
qualified it, many decades ago?

The answer is without any hesitation affirmative. Indeed, after more than a half century
countless things have changed on the international scene but national security is always
seen as an ambiguous concept.

In the fact the ambiguity is not issued only from the etymology and the historical
development of the notion of National Security, but from its closest relationship with the
national interests.

Nowadays, in a globalized world, despite the priority usually given to new and enlarged
concepts, such as Human Security, the State still be the corner stone of International
Relations and it carries the main responsibility of ensuring its interests and preserving
peace and security. Nevertheless, the State have to defend and preserve its security but
amidst a universal framework aiming, at the same level, at preserving Human Rights and
the Security and the well-being of the individuals.

The ambiguity is a concept deeply linked to the National Security because it is and still
always be a hybrid concept. Therefore, we cannot talk about ambiguity without thinking
about Humans and their ambiguous and equivocal interests and desires.

Finally we close this essay with the pertinent question that A. Wolfers asked in his
referential article: « do the terms “national interest” and ‘“national security” that
statesmen, publicists, and scholars often harp about mean anything concrete and
precise?»22.
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