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THE SECURITY LEXICON FROM 
WESTPHALIA TO THE PRESENT
A CAUTIONARY TALE

Max G. ManwarinG, Ph.D.

A new and dangerous dynamic is at work around the world today. That new dynamic involves 
the migration of some of the monopoly of political power (i.e., the authoritative allocation of 
values in a society) from the traditional nation-state to unconventional actors such as the Islamic 
State (ISIS), transnational criminal organizations, Leninist-Maoist insurgents, tribal militias, pri-
vate armies, enforcer gangs and other modern mercenaries. These actors conduct their own 
political-psychological type of war against various state and other non-state adversaries. These 
violent politicized non-state actors are being ignored; or, alternatively, are being considered too 
hard to deal with. That misunderstanding must inevitably result in an epochal transition from 
traditional Western nation-state systems and their liberal democratic values to something else 
dependent on the values—good, bad, or non-existent—of the winner.1

To help civilian and military leaders, policy-makers, opinion-makers, and anyone else who 
might have the responsibility for dealing with modern conflict come to grips analytically with the 
security dilemma and other realities of the 21st century political-psychological environment, this 
paper seeks to do three things. In Part One, we outline a bit of essential history that takes us from 
the Westphalian Peace Treaty of 1648 to the present. In that context, we briefly consider a con-
temporary example of the traditional military-centric approach to national and international 
security that is still alive and well. That is, Chinese military activity in the South China Sea. In Part 
Two, we note that most of today’s security issues can be characterized as conflicts in the “grey 
zone.” They tend to be a mix of traditional and non-traditional conflicts that pose an ambiguous 
and  blurred range of  challenges for civilian and military decision and policy makers, and opi-
nion-makers.2 As a consequence, we examine an example of a new and broadened political-cen-
tric security issue that the international community has tended to ignore for over more than 40 
years. That is, the security and political implications of the almost totally forgotten Western Sa-
hara. In Part Three, we briefly discuss the problem of bridging the security lexicon from past to 
present, and the development of a new and broadened security approach to contemporary per-
sonal and collective security.  In that context, it becomes clear that there is an acute need for 
small counties—not just the traditional major world powers—to develop ends, ways, and means 
strategies to deal with belligerent internal political actors, testy neighbors, and possible require-
ments to participate effectively in Chapter 6 and 7 actions sanctioned by the United Nations Se-
curity Council.3

The three parts of this paper also represent the reasoning process (i.e., dialectic) of the for-
mer Secretary General of the United Nations, Boutros Boutros-Ghali.  That dialectic has defined 
the post-Cold War globalizing security situation, and is also the basis for the developments in 
current International Law.  That is, Thesis (Part One), Antitheses (Part Two), and Synthesis (Part 
Three).4
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Part One--A Bit of Essential History: 
 The Traditional Concept of Conflict (The Thesis)

Several international relations/politics texts teach that the bloody international anarchy of 
17th Century Europe generated a determination on the part of the controlling elites to devise an 
interstate system that would prevent anything like the Hundred Years War from happening 
again. The resultant negotiations promulgated the Peace or Treaty of Westphalia in 1648. The 
major powers pledged to honor other nation-states’ complete control over the territory and 
people affirmed to be theirs. That sovereignty was considered sacrosanct, and was defined as 
national security.  Intervention by one nation-state into the domestic or foreign affairs (i.e., sove-
reignty) of another country—including interests abroad—was defined as aggression.5 This would 
be a fundamental beginning part of the thesis in Boutros Boutros-Ghali’s dialectic.

Traditional Aggression Further Defined. Aggression or defense against aggression was further de-
fined as “protective” or “preventative.” The notion of protective defense centered on the protec-
tion of territory, people, or specific interests abroad. Preventative defense focused on possible 
pre-emptive actions that would preclude a direct threat from a nation-state adversary. Again, 
protective and preventative defense against aggression was confined to defense against other 
nation-states. In any event and in the past, defenders and aggressors tended to claim to be acting 
in defense of sovereign security interests, and that their actions were appropriate in terms of 
“International Law.” Both defenders and aggressors tended to rely on military-centric ways and 
means to “defend” their national security interests. Traditionally, in the anarchy of international 
politics, enforcement—if any—of the international law concepts of protective and preventative 
defense against aggression has tended to be undertaken only by the major powers of the day.  
They have done this using their own power unilaterally, or in concert and accordance with rele-
vant protocols, agreements, accords, conventions, declarations, resolutions, and treaties. Inter-
national organizations such as the United Nations, the Organization of American States, the 
Permanent Court of Arbitration, and other international bodies, however, have no effective 
means of enforcing their statements of opinion.6

Thus, traditionally and effectively, appropriateness of nation-state actions—protective, pre-
ventative, and/or legal or illegal is determined by: 1) the winner of the resultant military action; 
and/or 2) diplomacy and public opinion as expressed in national and global media. As a conse-
quence, in the past and into the present, security has been defined as military, economic, and/
or diplomatic protection against or prevention of perceived aggression. Interestingly and impor-
tantly, from 1648 to the recent past, the Westphalian system has addressed the sovereignty of the 
nation-state only. Non-state actors and their unrestricted political-psychological ways and means 
of attaining their objectives have been ignored or wished away. The traditional security dilemma 
was “What is defense? What is aggression? What is protective action? What is legitimate preventa-
tive action? What is capability vs. intent?” Then, when unconventional non-state actors are added 
into the mix of actors playing in the global security arena, either as independent players or pro-
xies for nation-states, there is a new and more complex security dilemma. The main problem in 
this context is that these questions generated by the Westphalian security dilemma have never 
been completely sorted out. It all really depends on who—after the fact—writes the history.7

One Contemporary Example of the Traditional Security Dilemma (The Thesis). An example of the fact 
that the past is still relevant today is that of China’s actions in the South China Sea.  China consi-
ders the development of a large, modern navy as “defensive.” Given the interests and vulnerabi-
lities of Japan and other countries in the region, those countries consider Chinese efforts to 
build a strong navy and establish protective bases in contested territories in the South China Sea 
to be offensive and potentially aggressive. As a result, China’s decision to put surface-to-air missi-
les on Woody Island (in the Paracel Island Chain) is fueling regional and international tensions. 
These weapons would have a legitimate purpose in terms of enabling China to better defend its 
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naval bases on Hainan Island (273 miles away), but placing this and other Chinese weaponry in 
the area would also have the capability to control a vial international water-way and the passage 
of $5 trillion in annual trade.

The Paracel Islands have been under Chinese control for over 40 years, and Chinese military 
forces have been stationed there for almost that long. As a consequence, that country claims de 
facto sovereignty in those islands. Nevertheless, the Philippines challenged China’s assertions of 
sovereignty in that region at the Permanent Court of Arbitration in the Hague, Netherlands.  
And, not unexpectedly, China refused to participate in the case. When the court handed down 
its final opinion, the Chinese reaction was a foregone conclusion. The decision has been igno-
red. The problem is that this is one more blow to international legal practices that could help 
ensure the free flow of navigation in accordance with the 1982 UN Convention on the Law of the 
Sea.8

This leads us to the base line reality of international politics. Hard evidence over time and 
throughout the world shows that security or lack thereof is dependent on the capability to de-
fend against a state or non-state adversary who is attempting to compel one to accede to his will.  
This, importantly, is the classic definition of war.9 And, importantly, definitions of “defense” and 
“aggression” work both ways. So, what is offensive? What is defensive? What is preventative or 
protective? The answer depends on one’s interpretation of the issue on the basis of culture, va-
lues, external relationships, interests, and conception of the threat to national security. Over 
time, that answer depends on relative military, economic, diplomatic strength, and the will and 
skill to use those and other unconventional instruments of statecraft. That determines who will 
write the history. And that can be, indeed, a dilemma.

Part Two--Change and the Development of an Antithesis
In 1996, Boutros Boutros-Ghali described the most important dialectic at work in the post-

Cold War world as globalization and fragmentation. He observed that globalization was creating 
a world that has become increasingly interconnected and a positive force for decolonization, 
good government, socio-economic development, human rights, and improving the environ-
ment. The Secretary General understood, too, that that dialectic was acting as a negative frag-
menting force leading people everywhere to seek refuge in smaller more homogenous groups 
characterized by isolation, separatism, fanaticism, and proliferation of intra-state conflict. He 
also recognized that that kind of fragmentation can act as an important cause—related to po-
verty, social exclusion, and poor governance—of state failure.

Thus, the Secretary General introduced two new types of threats—in addition to traditional 
military-defensive aggression—into the global security arena. They are: 1) hegemonic/violent/
belligerent non-state actors (e.g., insurgents, transnational criminal organizations, terrorists, pri-
vate armies, militias, and gangs) that are taking on roles that were once reserved exclusively for 
traditional nation-states; and 2) indirect and implicit threats to stability and human well-being 
such as unmet political, economic, and social expectations. Accordingly, over a relatively short 
period of time, the concept of state and personal security became more than simple control of 
territory and people. Sovereignty (i.e., security) would also become the responsibility of the in-
ternational community to protect and/or prevent peoples from egregious harm. Importantly, 
this broadened concept of security ultimately depends on eradicating the causes as well as the 
perpetrators of instability.10

Further Development of the Antithesis.

In response to the Secretary General’s vision of contemporary reality, the United Nations (UN) 
outlined its Agenda for 2030. It provided 169 ambitious but “sustainable” development goals for 
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nation-state and international community action over the next several years. 17 specific goals 
were designated as priority efforts. All in all, Agenda 2030 would set the conditions for the elabo-
ration of the principle of Protection and Prevention of peoples from harm perpetrated by gover-
nments, non-state actors, and/or root cause stressors. Additionally, the Organization of Ameri-
can States (OAS) Declaration on Security of 2003 supplemented the Agenda for 2030 with a list 
of threats to the global community that included everything the more traditional international 
law concept of the Responsibility to Protect and to Prevent might require—and more. In addi-
tion to traditional nation-state aggression, the new list of external and internal threats to security 
and stability noted corrupt governance, the global drug problem, trafficking in persons, attacks 
on cyber security, natural and man-made disasters, health risks, environmental degradation, and 
virtually all the ever-present root causes of instability.11

A New Security Dilemma

In these terms, the enemy is not necessarily a recognizable military force or the industrial and 
technical capability to undertake conventional war. At base, the enemy becomes any individual 
or organizational political actor that plans and implements the kind of violent or non-violent 
pressures that threaten another actor’s well-being. The enemy may also be an inanimate “root 
cause” of instability. Security, then, becomes an all-inclusive circular process of interdependent 
relationships among: 1) personal and collective well-being of citizens; 2) political-economic-so-
cial development; 3) sustainable peace, liberal democracy, and effective responsible governance; 
and 4) back to personal and collective security again. This definition of security is nothing less 
than a redefinition of sovereignty. Sovereignty was, in the past, the unquestioned control of terri-
tory and the people in it. Sovereignty is now conditional. It is the responsibility to generate  the 
security that enables political-economic-social development, and allows  liberal democracy and a 
sustainable peace.12 All this is not simply a moral-human concern.

Boutros-Boutros Ghali would remind us that the new international legal principle of Protec-
tion and Prevention of Harm, and the accompanying new definition of security, are intended to 
preclude a coerced transition of extant values of a given society to the unwelcome values of the 
winner. In turn, a forced transition of values poses an existential threat to national and interna-
tional security.13

An Example of the Antithesis--the Western Sahara

The modern Western Sahara, previously known as the Spanish Sahara, Rio de Oro, and/or the 
Sahrawi Arab Republic (SADR), is a generally desert territory in north-west Africa located along 
the Atlantic coast between Morocco, Algeria, and Mauritania. It is sparsely populated, phosphate 
and iron ore rich, enjoys a profitable fishing industry, and is believed to hold significant oil de-
posits. Western Sahara is also the location of a nearly 50-year long dispute between Spain, France, 
Morocco, Algeria, Mauritania, and the local Sahrawi people. The dispute centers on the issue of 
Moroccan political-military control of the area on one side of the proverbial coin, and the poli-
tical independence of the Sahrawi population on the other.14

The Progression of Events from the Mid-1970s. In the summer and fall of 1975, several deci-
ding events began to take place that have kept the region in a state of tension and turmoil for the 
past forty or more years.

First, Spain entered negotiations with Morocco and Mauritania that led to the tripartite Ma-
drid Accords that would transfer parts of Spanish Sahara to both those countries. The Sahrawi 
people were not a party to those discussions. That led POLISARIO (i.e., the insurgent Sahrawi 
military organization) and SADR (i.e., the political organization intended to act as the sovereign 
representative of the Sahrawi people) to violently oppose the talks and resultant accords to vio-
lently oppose the talks and resultant accords.
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Second, Morocco asked the International Court of Justice (ICJ) to offer its opinion regarding 
Moroccan claims to Spanish Sahara. On October 16, 1975, the court found that Spanish Sahara’s 
historical ties to Morocco and Mauritania did not grant those countries the right to that territory.  
To add insult to Moroccan injury, the court also declared that the Sahrawi people, as the true 
owners of the land, held a right of self-determination. Thus, any solution to the issue of integra-
tion with or independence from any other country required the explicit approval of the Sahrawi 
people. Neither Morocco nor Mauritania accepted this decision.

Third, on November 6, 1975, King Hassan II addressed the people of Morocco over the radio 
and announced that he would organize and lead a “Green March” to “reclaim” the Western Sa-
hara. That extremely innovative, well-planed, and well-executed effort mobilized 300,000- 
350,000 unarmed men, women, and children who would cross into Western Sahara to claim the 
territory as part of a “Greater Morocco.” Spanish security forces were ordered NOT to resist the 
flood of unarmed civilians. The march continued for four days, by which time the marchers had 
pushed ten kilometers into the Spanish Sahara.  At that point, King Hassan halted the march and 
allowed his “volunteers” to return to Morocco. On November 14, with the Moroccans back home 
and no one hurt, Spain, Morocco, and Mauritania signed the Accords that set out the terms for 
the transfer of power in the region from Spain to Morocco and Mauritania. The three countries 
were given joint control over the territory until 1976 when Spain would leave the Western Sahara 
entirely. At that point, Morocco would annex the northern two-thirds of Spanish Sahara and 
Mauritania would take control of the southern one-third of the former Spanish province.

Fourth, Algerian support to POLISARIO provided the resources that allowed that organiza-
tion to concentrate on Mauritanian targets. Direct attacks on those targets resulted in a coup 
d’etat that brought a new Mauritanian government to power, the withdrawal of Mauritanian 
troops from Western Sahara, and recognition of SADR as the government in the former Spanish 
Sahara. The celebration of that POLISARIO victory, however, was short-lived. Almost immedia-
tely after the Mauritanian troops had left their one-third of the territory, Morocco annexed the 
area. Thus, POLISARIO and SADR were forced to cease acting as security and political institu-
tions of a nation-state and went back to the role of proxy non-state insurgent actors—totally de-
pendent on Algeria.

Fifth, Algerian support to POLISARIO precipitated the need for Morocco to build, defend, 
and maintain a costly 1,500 km berm (the Moroccan Wall) that separates the commercially pro-
fitable parts of Moroccan-controlled Western Sahara from the almost uninhabited and unpro-
ductive remainder of what used to be Spanish Sahara. Thus, POLISARIO controls the small ge-
nerally unproductive area east of the Moroccan Wall, and Algeria houses the majority of the 
Sahrawi people.

Sixth, protests, demonstrations, parades, conferences, congresses, sporadic fighting, and a 
United Nations peacekeeping effort have continued off and on over the past several years.  The 
UN authorized a mission (MINURSO) to make arrangements for a referendum, and to preclude 
a resumption of armed conflict in the area. That referendum has not taken place, but peace has 
been maintained. The sticking point, not surprisingly, is that Morocco insists that Moroccan citi-
zens who have settled in Western Sahara since 1975—and who now make up a majority of the 
population--be allowed to vote in the referendum.

Seventh, in March 2016, the Secretary General of the United Nations, Ban Ki-moon, visited 
Sahrawi refugee camps in Algeria. On that occasion, he described Western Sahara as being “oc-
cupied.”  The reaction was virtually immediate and hostile. Morocco ordered the UN’s MI-
NURSO mission to close down and leave within 72 hours. The UN complied, but subsequently 
the Security Council asked Morocco to allow the reopening of the mission and resumption of the 
full MINURSO mandate.  As of this writing, no one expects a quick or positive solution.15

Eighth, the stark reality is that: 1) Morocco exercises de facto sovereignty in Western Sahara, 
and enjoys the legitimacy that comes from the barrel of a gun; 2) as a consequence, Morocco is 
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firmly in control of Western Sahara, and shows no inclination to change its position there; 3) 
without serious support from major world powers, the UN has no way to enforce international 
court decisions or other forms of international law; and 4) if you are a teenager, one of the very 
few career paths available is that of an Islamic “fighter.”16

Conclusions

This vignette provides a clear-cut example of the ultimate security threat. The threat is not 
instability or even state failure. What has taken place in the territory that was once called Spanish 
Sahara and/or Western Sahara is a humanitarian disaster that is the sum and substance of the 
aftermath of contemporary conflict and state failure.

In this “new” security environment, war is no longer an exclusive military-diplomatic underta-
king conducted by traditional nation-states. The power to make war, the power to control war, 
and the power to destroy states and societies is now within the reach of virtually anyone or any 
organization with a “cause.” Combatants are not necessarily military units. They tend to be 
groups of individuals that are not necessarily uniformed, not necessarily male but also female, 
and not necessarily adults but also children. Combatants may also be proxies for players that wish 
to maintain the international legal fiction of “plausible deniability.” Traditional and nontraditio-
nal actors must, more often than not, deal with the absence of a credible government or political 
actor with which to negotiate, and the lack of a guarantee that any agreement between or among 
contending players will be honored. Nevertheless, war—declared or undeclared, or whatever 
“spin doctors” might call it—remains an act of coercion to compel an adversary to do one’s will. 
In contemporary conflict there are only two rules: 1) traditional rules of war are not enforceable; 
and 2) only the foolish fight fair. Accordingly, war is not limited, it is unrestricted.17

Part Three--Bridging the Lexicon and Generating a Synthesis: Boutros 
Boutros-Ghali’s Dialectic Continues Its Work

As a result of the gravity of the contemporary global security threat, we now see the internatio-
nal legal and security communities considering Ambassador Stephen Krasner’s orienting princi-
ple of Responsible Sovereignty. This principle is a synthesis that responds to traditional state vs. 
state treats as well as threats generated by non-state and state perpetrators and exploiters of other 
international political actors’ weaknesses, and the general global violence. As such, it is a synthe-
sis of realpolitik and practical idealism. (See Figure 1).18

Ambassador Krasner’s orienting principle of Responsible Sovereignty is also the theoretical 
basis for bridging the security lexicon, advocating rational policy change, and developing a 
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synthesis (i.e., a new thesis) that can deal effectively with the new broadened security dilemma.   
It begins with the definition of politics as “the authoritative allocation of values for a society.”19  

Accordingly, politically relevant research, planning, execution, and power asset management 
refers to a separable dimension of human activity—legitimate governance. The state and its go-
vernance –or lack thereof—becomes the primary (i.e., dependent) variable and defining ele-
ment in operationalizing the concept of contemporary security. It also makes the concept of le-
gitimate governance intellectually manageable as well as analytically useful. Thus, the type of 
governance (legitimate or not—positive or negative) is the critical variable that determines sta-
bility or instability, development or stagnation, prosperity or poverty, and peace or conflict.  
Clearly, this is not a simple concept. The Ambassador cautions us that there may be no specific 
formula (i.e., model or recipe) that can be applied literally to any given situation. One must 
grasp the essence of the concept and apply it with judgment and reason.20 In these terms, inter-
vening powers must apply the principle with the understanding that they cannot bring about 
responsible sovereignty overnight, or with force alone. As a consequence, the earliest phases of 
an intervention must include a transition strategy—not an exit strategy. The intent is to take the 
time necessary to develop the legitimizing conditions necessary for economic reconstruction, 
political reconciliation, socio-economic development, and the professionalization and moderni-
zation of the state bureaucracy and security institutions. All this does not imply that the U.S. or 
any other power must be involved all over the world at all times. To the contrary, it means that it 
is time to seriously rethink the concept of security and the political/governmental organization 
necessary to effectively deal with it.21

Toward the Future

The Challenge and the Task. The basis for bridging the security lexicon and synthesizing rational 
policy change begins with the development of a “unified field theory” (i.e., a strategic concept; a 
paradigm; a blueprint for action; a theory of engagement) that would direct policy, strategy, and 
power asset management toward the achievement of a strategic geo-political policy objective. No 
coach in the National Football League (NFL), the National Basketball Association (NBA), or the 
coach of an Olympic team would ever go into a season without a “philosophy” for his team.  
Neither would that coach go into any given game without a carefully thought-out and well-prac-
ticed “game plan” based on his philosophy. Given that in generating national security, “War is a 
matter of vital importance…the province of life or death; the road to survival or ruin…”22 it fo-
llows that small as well as large powers should develop a “unified field theory” to guide contem-
porary national security policy, planning, and implementation.

The primary task, then, would be to create integrating political organizational mechanisms to 
achieve a whole-of-government unity of effort. Once the appropriate organizational mechanisms 
are in place, shared goals and objectives, a broad understanding of what must be done or not 
done or changed, and a common understanding of possibilities and constraints will generate an 
overarching campaign plan—based on the “unified field theory.” That campaign plan in turn 
becomes the basis for developing subordinate operational-level and supporting tactical plans 
that will make direct contributions to the achievement of the desired geo-political end-state.  
Thus, the roles and missions of the various national and international civilian and military ele-
ments evolve deliberately, rather than in response to ad hoc “mission creep.”23

Conclusions

This challenge and task are nothing new, and not even close to radical. They are only the logical 
extensions of basic security and strategy, and national and international asset management.  By 
accepting this challenge and associated task, the United States, the West, and perhaps others in 



THE SECURITY LEXICON FROM . . . 11

the global community can help replace conflict with cooperation, harvest the hope, and fulfill 
the promise that a new multidimensional responsible sovereignty security paradigm offers.

A Final Cautionary Note

Even though every internal conflict is situation specific, it is not completely unique. Throug-
hout the universe of intra-national and international conflict cases, there are analytical commo-
nalities. The evidence clearly indicates that once personal and collective security and the rule of 
law are firmly established, legitimate governance ultimately defeats a violent international politi-
cal actor, or proxy, by removing the motives that created that adversary in the first place.

In The Rebel, Albert Camus discusses the nationalistic, destructive, and revolutionary activi-
ties of hegemonic state and non-state actors. He admonishes us to understand that: “He who 
dedicates himself to the destruction of the old in order to build something new [and possibly 
better] dedicates himself to nothing and, in his turn, is nothing.  But, he who dedicates himself 
to the dignity of mankind, dedicates himself to the earth and reaps from it the harvest that sows 
its seed and sustains the world again and again.”24 q
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