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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Since the end of World War II, the realist paradigm has been the dominant approach for the study of international relations (Holsti 1995; Lynn-Jones 1999; Pettiford and Curley 1999). Realists conceptualize the dynamics of international security as a zero-sum struggle between nation-states in an anarchic international system (Morgenthau 1948). The great power states are considered to be the primary actors in the global system. International peace is maintained either through a balance of military power between the great powers (Waltz 1979) or through the actions of a globally hegemonic state that possesses preponderant military power and the will to exercise it (Gilpin 1981).

But the events of the post-Cold War era have demonstrated the limitations of the state-centric realist approach. Unlike earlier periods, when the main security concern for national governments was to prevent the outbreak of warfare between nation-states, there has been a proliferation of intrastate conflicts since the Cold War ended. National militaries, warlords, guerrillas, secessionist groups, and terrorist organizations have used deadly force against both military and civilian targets in pursuit of their objectives. The realist perspective, which prioritizes the security of nation-states from military threats, has been incapable of dealing with the post-Cold War conflicts, where the combatants are often nonstate actors, and the primary victims are civilian populations. The world became painfully aware of this fact on September 11, 2001, when members of the Al-Qaeda terrorist network attacked the World Trade Center and the Pentagon in the United States, killing around 3,000 people.

A particular deficiency of realism is its failure to recognize that smaller states may exercise leadership on security issues. The realist view of middle and small powers is summarized concisely in Robert Gilpin’s argument that “both power and prestige function to ensure that the lesser states in the system will obey the commands of the dominant state or states” (Gilpin 1981, 30). But by concentrating overwhelmingly on the activities of great power states, realists have ignored the contributions that middle powers have made to global security. This book addresses the neglect of middle powers and demonstrates how some of these states have taken the initiative to make significant positive contributions to global security, even while facing powerful opposition from great powers.1

In 1996, the Canadian Minister for Foreign Affairs, Lloyd Axworthy, brought to the attention of the international community an alternative conceptualization of security, termed “human security,” which emphasizes the security of people rather than the security of nation-states (Axworthy 1997). In recent years, human security issues have been promoted worldwide by “like-minded” middle powers such as Australia, Canada, Denmark, the Netherlands, and Norway. These states have launched human security initiatives in multilateral forums and have brokered global coalitions of the willing, which have worked diligently to achieve these initiatives. In short, middle powers have assumed leadership roles on human security issues, and they have played these roles successfully.

Formidable obstacles may lie in the path toward success, however. Negative reactions from other states should be expected whenever a human security proposal does not correspond to their national interests. One particular state, the hegemonic United States of America, stands alone above all other states due to its preponderant power, capabilities, and influence in the domain of global security. In this book, I explore the US policy on the human security issues, as well as the reaction of Washington to each middle-power-led initiative. I expect that if the US government should perceive a human security initiative as a threat to its core national interest—defined as the security of the American territory, institutions, and citizenry—the superpower would mount a fierce campaign to thwart the initiative. It can be safely asserted that the like-minded middle powers would never take any action that would willfully endanger the territory or population of the United States, a fellow democracy and close ally. But there is the possibility that an international institution (norm, law, or organization) that is established with the intention of furthering human security may simultaneously contradict American domestic institutions (laws and constitutional rights). In this scenario, I assume that Washington would defend the American institutions by countering the human security initiative.

The successful achievement of a human security objective may also depend on the middle powers’ choice of diplomatic strategy, which I also explore in this book. Occasionally, the middle powers have opted to fulfill a human security initiative without the participation or assistance of any great powers. A possible benefit of this strategy is the maintenance of freedom from the great powers’ influence, interference, and manipulation of an initiative to make it
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