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Abstract
The security community concept generally inhabits a rather small niche in the study of International 
Relations, as the logic of community fundamentally challenges the prevailing logic of anarchy. In 
this article, it is argued both on ontological and theoretical grounds that the concept’s intellectual 
heritage and depth transcends the boundaries of existing theories. In this sense, the concept of 
security community serves as a via media by linking different strands of International Relations 
theory together and by bridging various theoretical gaps. This argument will be developed 
in two steps. Firstly, it will be shown that the security community framework developed by 
Karl W Deutsch is deeply rooted in International Political Theory without belonging to one 
particular branch. By locating the concept in International Political Theory, an exercise that has 
been neglected by the security community literature; it will be secondly demonstrated that the 
concept of security community takes the middle ground between specific strands of International 
Relations theory, as these strands are ultimately based on concepts of moral philosophy.
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Introduction

The Deutschian concept of security community has become an inherently eclectic con-
cept that claims a relatively small niche in International Relations (IR). It has been 
adopted and adapted by various strands of IR theory, however, mostly to serve their own 
purposes (e.g. the English School, Democratic Peace theory, Constructivism).1 Some 
scholars have argued that the concept of a (pluralistic) security community actually 
marks the introduction of a new paradigm in IR theory by promising the possibility of 
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peaceful change among nations (Adler and Barnett, 1998a; Lijphart, 1981). This article 
will take this latter argument further by claiming that the concept of security community 
serves as a via media in IR theory. This argument rests on the assumption that the concept 
of security community is deeply rooted in International Political Theory (IPT), a link that 
has been notoriously neglected by IR scholars. Consequently, the purpose of this article 
is to liberate the concept from its current niche existence by emphasizing its unique onto-
logical and epistemological attributes that enable it to perform a unifying or ‘sticking’ 
function of linking different strands of IR theory together.

In order to develop this argument the article will begin first by explaining the concept 
of security community and by reviewing its intellectual evolution in IR (including its 
various theoretical adaptations). Secondly, it will reflect on the concept’s origins in IPT.2 
Locating the concept in IPT, an exercise that has been neglected by the security com-
munity literature, enables us to better search for the concept’s theoretical grounding, as 
it is argued in this article, along with other scholars (Behr, 2010; Brown, 1992), that IR 
theory is ultimately based on and results from concepts of Political and Normative the-
ory. Thirdly, the security community concept will be placed within the context of IR 
theory. Specifically, the article will look at how Classical Realist (Morgenthau, 1948), 
Structural Realist (Mearsheimer, 2001; Waltz, 1979), Neoliberal (Keohane and Nye, 
1977), Neoliberal Institutional (Keohane, 1984) and Constructivist (Adler and Barnett, 
1998b; Wendt, 1999) approaches, as well as the English School (Bull, 1977; Buzan, 
2004) and Democratic Peace theory (Doyle, 1986; Russett, 1993; Starr, 1992), each deal 
with the issue of stable peace and community.3 Finally, the article will return to the previ-
ous assumptions and make some concluding remarks.

What is a security community (and why should we bother)?

A security community is considered to be ‘a group that has become integrated, where 
integration is defined as the attainment of a sense of community, accompanied by formal 
or informal institutions or practices, sufficiently strong and widespread to assure peace-
ful change among members of a group with ‘reasonable’ certainty over a ‘long’ period of 
time’ (Deutsch, 1954: 33). There is a rich and growing body of literature dealing with 
various facets and patterns of the concept of security community. Many scholars have 
made use of the concept and expanded its original scope in order to make it more appli-
cable to the study of contemporary IR, broaden its empirical use and position it as an 
alternative concept to other forms of security governance and peaceful orders, such as 
alliances, regimes, international organizations (IOs) and imperial orders. Adler and 
Barnett’s (1998a) path-breaking book is perhaps the best known scholarly work among 
others that combine the concept of security community with mainstream Constructivist 
approaches (Cronin, 1999; Bially Mattern, 2005; Risse-Kappen, 1996; Wendt, 1999).

To be sure, not all recent scholarly work on security communities has taken a strictly 
Constructivist turn. For instance, Väyrynen (2000) contrasts the security community 
concept to the concept of stable peace and criticizes Constructivist research for its 
limited attention to the material conditions of security communities. Mouritzen (2001) 
claims that both state and non-state actors can initiate security communities. Wiberg 
(2003) finds that security communities ‘evolve from military alliances based on 
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common threats’. Buzan and Wæver (2003) include the concept in their study on 
regional security complexes. Nathan (2006), Tusicisny (2007) and Roe (1999) under-
line the importance of domestic factors for maintaining a security community. Most 
recently, some scholars have aligned the concept of security community with the ‘prac-
tice turn’ (Adler and Greve, 2009; Bjola and Kornprobst, 2007; Pouliot, 2008) and the 
‘emotion turn’ (Koschut, 2013) in IR.

The concept of security community has recently transcended academic discourse by 
making its way into the area of policymaking. For example, since the end of the Cold war 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) has defined itself as a ‘transatlantic 
security community’ (Rasmussen, 2010). In October 2003, the member states of the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) announced its intention to create an 
‘ASEAN Security Community’. The ASEAN Vientiane Action Programme reads, 
‘ASEAN shall have, by the year 2020, established a peaceful and stable Southeast Asia 
where each nation is at peace with itself and where the causes for conflict have been 
eliminated, through abiding respect for justice and the rule of law and through the 
strengthening of national and regional resilience’ (ASEAN, 2004: 6). Most recently, the 
Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) formulated the goal of 
‘building a security community’ (Zannier, 2012). Most of the concept’s application, 
however, has been confined to academia where it has been used with growing frequency. 
Having outlined the concept’s intellectual evolution in IR the article will now turn to its 
theoretical grounding in IPT before exploring its mediating role in IR theory.

Security communities and International Political Theory

Unnoticed by most scholars, the formation of community at the international level is 
deeply rooted in IPT, specifically in the famous dichotomy between Kantian cosmopoli-
tanism and Hegelian communitarianism. As Behr (2010: 1) argues, this dichotomy in 
political philosophy has constituted and contextualized the discipline of IR and, more 
specifically, its ideas about war and peace. Hence, cosmopolitanism and communitarian-
ism provide useful starting categories in order to subsequently locate the concept of 
security community in IR theory (Brown, 2010). The following overview does not pre-
tend to cover all aspects of cosmopolitanism and communitarianism, respectively. 
Rather, it is meant to extract and highlight the clash between both strands of moral phi-
losophy with regard to how both deal with the concept of community.

Cosmopolitans generally claim that all human beings share a common moral iden-
tity and thus are subject to existing universal normative standards and principles. 
From this moral cosmopolitanism derives the political goal of establishing a cosmo-
politan political order that lies above and beyond the state system (Beitz, 1979; 
Dower, 1998: 23). In order to achieve equal moral standing as human beings, it is 
necessary to emancipate oneself from particular ties and loyalties that draw artificial 
boundaries between ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ (Rawls, 1971). This understanding of 
cosmopolitanism is central to analysing concepts such as human security, humanitar-
ian intervention or ‘the responsibility to protect’ and, since the rise of constructivism 
in IR, has become part of a cosmopolitan project of studying post-national identities, 
post-national citizenship and transnational public spheres (Archibugi, 2008; 
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Beardsworth, 2011; Kaldor, 2003). In sum, cosmopolitans take a universalistic 
approach to the search for peace and security in IR.

Communitarians,4 on the contrary, generally argue that it is impossible to claim cer-
tain abstract moral standards and principles and to declare them as universally valid. 
Moreover, they question the feasibility of shedding particular ties and loyalties on the 
grounds that such particularities are an essential part of our identity that cannot be 
excluded. Instead, they look at the concrete practices, values and traditions of particular 
communities that provide the normative basis for action. Moreover, their approach does 
not question the ethical primacy of the state, which is why many IR Realists have (often 
implicitly) adopted a communitarian position (Dunne et al., 2010: 333; see also: Frost, 
1986; Walzer, 1994). In sum, communitarians apply a particularistic approach to the 
study of international peace and security by accepting the plurality of cultural moral 
values: what Walzer (1994: x) once prominently labelled as the ‘politics of difference’.

In short, cosmopolitans and communitarians essentially clash on the issue of com-
munity as the former views certain ethical standards, principles and values as universally 
applicable, while the latter holds that the particular collective acquires a special value 
(Walzer, 1994). This philosophical clash produces two main themes that carry relevance 
for the study of (security) community at the international level: system/society and uni-
versal/particular.

System versus society

How does the concept of security community fit into this dichotomy between com-
munitarianism and cosmopolitanism? This section begins with the first theme: system 
versus society. Deutsch was deeply sceptical of any form of supra-state structure: ‘the 
world is not ready for political amalgamation by the merger of national governments 
or by the creation of powerful international administrative agencies. At best, we can 
hope that pluralistic security communities among nations may develop’ (Deutsch, 
1968: 92). This puts him in close company with both communitarian approaches 
(communitarian realism) and Classical Realism in IR.5 However, the Deutschian 
framework clearly transcends the Realist paradigm by claiming that nations may 
establish a normative consensus of community to settle their disputes peacefully. In 
addition, Deutsch never limited himself to the analysis of inter-state relations but 
explicitly takes an individual-societal focus and bottom-up approach when he defines 
a security community as ‘a group of people which has become integrated’ (italics 
added; Deutsch et al., 1957: 5). Deutsch never understood IR to be strictly limited to 
the interaction between states but instead, as pointed out earlier, adopted a cybernetic 
approach focusing on transactions between individuals, groups and societies. In this 
sense, the concept of security community takes the theoretical middle ground. On the 
one hand, it accepts the realist proposition that international relations are organized as 
a system of states based on the distribution of material power and capabilities  
(international system), yet, on the other hand, emphasizes their social relationships 
based on shared understandings, principled belief systems and narratives – in short, 
the ideational and transnational conditions within a group (international society) 
(Buzan, 1993).
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Universal versus particular

This leads to the second theme: the universal versus the particular. At first glance, 
Deutsch’s concept of security community appears utterly particularistic. Not only is 
Deutsch sceptical of any form of world government, but he also limits his studies to a 
distinct cultural and regional space (North Atlantic Area). This particularistic approach 
can also be found in the works of other recent authors who restrict the concept of security 
community to various but distinct cultural and regional spaces.6 Based on their findings, 
Adler and Barnett (1998c: 435) also remain sceptical of ‘the world heading toward a 
security community “moment”’.

However, even though most empirical work on security communities has been con-
ducted on particular regions, its theoretical implications point towards a more universal-
istic interpretation of the concept. A world consisting of regional security communities 
would, in theory, almost inevitably lead to an informal or formal ‘global security com-
munity’, as Bellamy (2004: 187) points out in his study on the relationship between 
security communities and their neighbours:

What is quite clear from the case studies and the analysis above is that the proliferation and 
integration of security communities do not represent the beginning of a Huntingtonian 
nightmare of a world of civilisational blocs in perpetual conflict with each other. Indeed, from 
the present argument we could deduce that the more security communities there are and the 
more tightly-coupled they become, the more blurred will be the boundaries between insiders 
and outsiders.

Bellamy bases this assumption on his earlier observation that the peaceful socializa-
tion of members within the security community not only reshapes the way community 
members view each other, but also transforms their worldview towards outsiders. In 
other words, the more the community members internalize the peaceful conduct of inter-
national affairs the more they will be willing to adopt a similar state of mind in their 
relations with non-members. This becomes even more compelling once members of one 
particular security community encounter members of another security community. 
Despite their regional and cultural differences, both would recognize each other as mem-
bers of the same social order (Bellamy, 2004: 187). Hence, the proliferation of security 
communities is unlikely to create a conglomeration of ‘regional fortresses’ or ‘gated 
communities’ but rather forms the nucleus of a world society.

Eberwein (1995) and Russett (1998) also emphasize the possibility of global paci-
fication through the establishment of regional security communities although, in con-
trast to Bellamy, they both base their assumptions on Democratic Peace theory. Even 
Deutsch himself, by envisaging a global model to determine and measure the political 
and economic development of humanity (GLOBUS), implicitly recognized this uni-
versalistic approach (Eberwein and Deutsch, 1990). Hence, it can be argued that the 
concept of security community is, at the same time, both particularistic and universal-
istic. In sum, based on the observations made above, it can be further argued that the 
concept of security community lies at the philosophical crossroads between cosmo-
politanism and communitarianism. This has significant implications for its role and 
function in IR theory.
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Security communities and international relations theory

As argued above, the concept of security community has generally inhabited a rather 
small niche in the study of IR, as the logic of community fundamentally challenges 
the prevailing logic of anarchy. According to the latter logic, even though states might 
sporadically seek security cooperation, the anarchical nature of the international order 
drives states to inevitably act in a self-interested and self-help manner by seeking 
advantages over their counterparts, thus eliminating any prospect of dependable 
expectations of peaceful change. Of course, this orthodox reading of IR has already 
been challenged on many accounts. Still, the idea and language of community at the 
international level, despite its academic and political revival after the end of the Cold 
War, has yet to enter the mainstream intellectual discourse in the discipline of IR. The 
concept has been adopted and adapted by various ‘schools’ of IR theory, however, 
mostly to serve their own purposes. The following overview is not meant to represent 
the full spectrum of IR theory nor is it possible to cover each of the following theoreti-
cal strands in full depth. Rather, it is meant to elaborate on the meaning and role of 
community and stable peace in IR theory by placing the concept of security commu-
nity within that context.

Structural Realism, both in its defensive (Waltz, 1979) and offensive (Mearsheimer, 
2001) shape, is generally sceptical of the prospect of peaceful change because it sees 
only three logical ways to escape the security dilemma described above. The first option 
would be the establishment of a single world government to transform the current state 
of anarchy into a global social contract that resembles a universal form of sovereignty. 
However, Structural Realists view the concept of world government as unattainable, 
since it would require states to voluntarily limit their freedom of action. The second 
option lies at the other extreme and implies a perpetual war of all against all. This apoca-
lyptical scenario is rejected on the grounds that state actors are not suicidal and will seek 
security arrangements that provide for a minimum of international stability and order. 
The third option involves a balance-of-power system. In this system, states seek security 
by maximizing their individual power capabilities through deterrence and the formation 
of alliances (Walt, 1996; Waltz, 1979). A Structural Realist variation of the balance-of-
power theory is the power transition theory based on power cycles of global or regional 
hegemony (Gilpin, 1981; Organski, 1968) Regardless of whether states will choose to 
match the power of others (balancing) or align with the most powerful hegemony (band-
wagoning), structural changes in inter-state relations occur only through (often violent) 
shifts in the distribution of material power and capabilities.

According to Classical Realism, the cohesiveness of communities (both domestic and 
international) rests on the strength of communal bonds among human beings and not so 
much on the presence or absence of a strong central authority (Morgenthau, 1948; 
Thucydides, 431 BC/1989). Yet, both Thucydides and Morgenthau view communal 
bonds as fragile and that they can be easily undermined given the self-help manner of 
human nature. However, even Realism acknowledges the existence of a security com-
munity among the leading powers (United States, Western Europe, Japan) whose forma-
tion and maintenance is attributed at least in part to Realist explanations, such as 
American hegemony and nuclear deterrence (Jervis, 2002).
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Neoliberalism (Keohane and Nye, 1977) and Neoliberal Institutionalism (Keohane, 
1984) also accept the anarchical state of the international system, but argue that the secu-
rity dilemma can be regulated and thus limited through the establishment of IOs. IOs 
may provide information and transparency thereby reducing transaction costs, help to 
settle conflicts of interest peacefully, and limit cheating through the establishment of 
shared norms and rules (Keohane, 1989; Keohane and Nye, 1977). Neoliberalism and 
Neo-institutionalism both attempt to demonstrate that an anarchic environment is not 
necessarily limited to zero-sum games but that instead there are actually opportunities 
for mutual gain and cooperation if state actors choose to seek them. In the end, this may 
lead to peaceful interactions between states based on mutual interdependency. A slightly 
different view is offered by Liberal Intergovernmentalist theory, which stresses inter-
state bargaining based on issue-specific functional interests (Moravcsik, 1993). In this 
context, some Neoliberal Institutionalists have focused on the same variables used by 
Deutsch (Rosecrance, 1993).

For the study of peaceful change at the international level, (conventional) 
Constructivism (Adler and Barnett, 1998a; Katzenstein, 1996; Wendt, 1999) offers val-
uable insights. As outlined above, Constructivism generally argues that the structure of 
IR is not pre-determined by material factors but that social and ideational structures 
equally constitute an actor’s preferences and identity. From this perspective, the state of 
anarchy appears as an empty vessel to be filled with the identities and interests of state 
and non-state actors. In turn, this implies that the seemingly anarchical nature of the 
international system can be changed by the preferences and identities of its actors 
(Wendt, 1992). While Constructivism includes a wide variety of different approaches, 
all tend to share the conception of giving equal importance to both non-material and 
material structures, the understanding that non-material structures can actually shape 
actors’ preferences and, ultimately, their actions, and finally, the view that agents and 
structures are mutually constitutive (Reus-Smit and Price, 1998: 266). In contrast to 
critical (or consistent) Constructivists (Fierke, 2007; Mutimer, 1999; Weldes, 1999), 
who emphasize the flexible quality and essentially contested nature of norms and iden-
tities at the international level, conventional (or mainstream) Constructivists (Adler and 
Barnett, 1998b; Katzenstein, 1996; Wendt, 1999) focus on the relatively stable quality 
of norms and state behaviour within a community with a given identity. It is within the 
latter Constructivist framework that the security community concept is located, because 
ensuring ‘dependable expectations of peaceful change’ in a security community requires 
stable collective norms and identity that are able to transform the behaviour of states 
from a self-help manner to trust-building.

In sum, (conventional) Constructivists argue that the conditions of anarchy do not 
limit state actors to a self-help manner, but allow for other forms of behaviour based on 
the way actors perceive themselves and their social environment (Finnemore and Sikkink, 
1998; Katzenstein, 1996; Onuf, 1989; Wendt, 1999). As a result, by adjusting their 
behaviour states may create the conditions under which stable, peaceful relations become 
not only possible but even likely. In doing so, they may establish a state of certainty and 
high levels of trust among each other.

While Constructivism provides valuable insights for community formation at the 
international level, it is by no means the exclusive source for explaining stable peace 
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through the formation of community. Hedley Bull (1977: 13) and other scholars of the 
English School introduce the concept of an international society or a ‘society of 
states’ defined as ‘a group of states, conscious of certain common interests and com-
mon values, (that) form a society in the sense that they conceive themselves to be 
bound by a common set of rules in their relations with one another and share in the 
working of common institutions’. The idea of an international society of states 
implies, contrary to the view that states inhabit a given international system, that they 
can recognize their membership in an international society through shared values, 
norms and rules. Given its obvious shared features, some proponents of the English 
School establish links to the Deutschian concept of security community by theorizing 
about ‘islands of international society’, ‘mature anarchy’ or simply ‘zones of peace’ 
(Buzan, 1993; Kacowicz, 1998).

There is a fundamental difference, however, between Deutsch’s concept of a security 
community and Bull’s idea of a society of states. Deutsch never understood IR to be 
limited to the interaction between states but adopted a cybernetic approach focusing on 
transactions between individuals, groups and societies (Deutsch, 1978). The English 
School, on the other hand, arguably never paid much attention to the role played by non-
state actors and the way they shape and influence IR (Reus-Smit, 2005: 94). Also, while 
acknowledging some of the basic questions raised by the concept of security community, 
Bull (1972: 42) criticizes Deutsch on methodological grounds for his ‘fetish for measure-
ment (and) indiscriminate collection of data about international politics’.

Finally, proponents of the Democratic Peace theory have explained stable peace by 
focusing on domestic preferences and regime type. The following overview does not 
pretend to be a comprehensive summary of their assumptions and findings. Rather, it 
seeks to explain some of the arguments that have been raised with regard to the study of 
pluralistic security communities. As early as 1795, Immanuel Kant proposed the possi-
bility of a ‘pacific federation’ or ‘pacific union’ among liberal republics. The main argu-
ment focuses on the distinct political culture of democracies based on individual rights 
and liberties as well as norms and preferences of orderly and peaceful conflict resolution 
within a domestic society that are externalized and exported into its international envi-
ronment (Doyle, 1986; Russett, 1993; Slantchev, 2006). Whenever states and societies 
share the perception that they are liberal democracies, they are able to distinguish 
between likeminded democratic ‘doves’ and non-democratic ‘non-doves’ in the interna-
tional sphere (Bueno de Mesquita and Lalman, 1992). As a result, liberal democratic 
states may form democratic zones of peace by building mutual trust and a democratic 
identity while, at the same time, separating themselves from the war-prone world of non-
democracies (Lipson, 2003; Werner and Lemke, 1997).

Some proponents of the Democratic Peace theory have thus linked their explanations 
directly to the Deutschian concept of security community by arguing that through pro-
cesses of social learning and mutual recognition as liberal democracies, these states 
develop a collective democratic identity that plays a constitutive and disciplining role in 
the formation of ‘democratic pluralistic security communities’ (Bayer, 2010; Harrison, 
2010; Risse-Kappen, 1995; Starr, 1992, 1997; Vasquez, 1995; Williams, 2001). Based on 
these assumptions, some of these authors have argued that democracy is essentially ‘the 
basic requirement for integrated political security communities as defined by Deutsch’ 
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(Eberwein, 1995: 349; for a similar argument see also Risse-Kappen, 1996: 395; Starr, 
1992: 210; Williams, 2001: 527).

However, the claim that democratic regime type needs to be treated as a necessary 
precondition for the formation of a security community must be handled with caution on 
both theoretical and empirical grounds. To begin with, the original concept of security 
community does not support this claim. Deutsch concludes that a consensus on ‘main 
values’ is sufficient (and necessary) in maintaining stable peace. He does not link this 
condition to any specific type of state organizing principle (Deutsch et al., 1957: 123). To 
restrict the concept of security community to liberal democratic types sets an unwar-
ranted normative bias and unduly limits its intellectual utility and depth. For example, 
the Democratic Peace theory cannot explain the potential or actual development of plu-
ralistic security communities among primarily non-democratic countries, raised by some 
scholars, such as the ASEAN, the Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS) or the countries of the Southern African Development Community (SADC) 
(Acharya, 2001; Hammerstad, 2005; Kacowicz, 1998; Lund and Roig, 1999; Ngoma, 
2003; Selebi, 1999; Shaw, 1998). In sum, liberal democratic values and political systems 
may certainly facilitate the formation of a security community, but it is by no means the 
only possible path (Koschut, 2012).

This abbreviated overview has shown that there are many possible ways to explain the 
formation of stable peace and community in IR theory. Structural Realism (Mearsheimer, 
2001; Waltz, 1979) defines peaceful change primarily in terms of the ordering function 
of the international system through balance of power, alliances and deterrence. Neoliberal 
Institutionalism (Keohane, 1984) defines peaceful change more optimistically in terms 
of mutual gains through institutionalized cooperation and norms. Both Structural Realism 
and Neoliberalism (Keohane and Nye, 1977) share some of Deutsch’s key variables, 
such as ‘power’ and ‘interests’. Constructivism (Adler and Barnett, 1998b; Wendt, 1999) 
offers a promising intersection with the Deutschian concept by looking at changing 
social and normative interpretations of the material world through human interaction. 
Yet, by stressing the importance of norms, identity and language, Constructivist 
approaches only cover certain (albeit important) aspects of the Deutschian framework. 
The English School (Bull, 1977, Buzan, 2004) also shares some key characteristics with 
the security community concept, but it arguably neglects the role of transnational and 
non-state actors in the formation of international community. Burton’s (1972) ‘cob-web’ 
image of a ‘world society’ shares some significant overlaps with and was developed in 
part based on Deutsch’s security community concept. However, Deutsch rejects the idea 
that the Westphalian state system is becoming outmoded and gradually replaced by the 
development of a world society. Finally, Democratic Peace theory (Doyle, 1986; Russett, 
1993; Starr, 1992), even though it provides some valuable insights into how security 
communities develop among democratic states, restricts itself to one particular regime 
type, which unnecessarily limits the Deutschian framework to only certain regions and 
societies.

In sum, the Deutschian security community is not simply a Grotian ‘society of nations’ 
in disguise nor can it be adequately captured by standard diplomatic categories, such as 
‘close’, ‘cordial’ or ‘friendly’ relations between states. It also implies a much deeper 
relationship than forms of détente or rapprochement (Pentland, 1973: 39). Furthermore, 
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it differs fundamentally from other strands of integration theory such as (Neo-)
Functionalism, Federalism or Intergovernmentalism, all of which refuse to tie the con-
cept of integration to one particular issue area, such as security, and argue that political 
community can only be established through supranational or federal institutions, in short: 
the existence of some kind of central authority (Etzioni, 1962: 3–13; Haas, 1958: 7; 
Hoffmann, 1963: 9–10). Even though Mitrany’s (1943/1966) notion of a ‘working peace 
system’ does not presuppose the creation of a federal structure, Mitrany’s functionalism 
rejects the geographical inside/outside dualism of a security community that is bound by 
territory: ‘The only sound sense of peaceful change is (…) to make changes of frontiers 
unnecessary by making frontiers meaningless’ (Mitrany, 1943/1966: 92).

For all these reasons, Vesa (1993: 160 and 164) rightly argues that the Deutschian 
framework for integration appears to be the least ambitious one, as it does not presup-
pose the existence of supranational organizations to replace the nation-state. Some 
authors have even claimed that Deutsch’s approach to integration shares some of the key 
assumptions of Realism, including ‘the belief that the nation-state is both the central fact 
of modern political life and the central focus of all political analysis’ (Pentland, 1973: 
35–36). To be sure, as outlined above, Deutsch was deeply sceptical of any form of world 
government (Deutsch, 1968: 92). At the same time, however, the Deutschian framework 
clearly transcends the Realist paradigm by claiming that nations may establish a norma-
tive consensus of community to settle their disputes peacefully. In this sense, the concept 
of security community is actually the most ambitious form of integration, since it implies 
that ‘peace can be had in our time’ (Deutsch, 1961: 190).

Conclusion: security communities as a via media in 
International Relations theory

This abbreviated appraisal of security community in IPT and IR theory has demonstrated 
two things. Firstly, it has shown that the Deutschian framework is deeply rooted in IPT 
without strictly belonging to one particular strand of moral philosophy. Specifically, the 
concept takes the middle ground between Kantian cosmopolitanism and Hegelian com-
munitarianism. Secondly, and following from its roots in IPT, the security community 
concept takes the middle ground between various strands of IR theory, as these strands 
are ultimately based on classical concepts of Political theory (Brown, 2010: 35). 
Specifically, the Deutschian concept takes the middle ground between Realism (classical 
and structural) and Liberal Democratic theories, as it rejects the Realist notion that 
regime type is irrelevant to the study of international peace while simultaneously ques-
tioning the Liberal Democratic claim that a certain regime type serves as a prerequisite 
for peaceful IR. Security community further takes the middle ground between the state-
centric view of both Neo-realism as well as Neoliberal approaches, on the one hand, and 
the social ontology of Postmodern and Reflectivist theories that examine the social inter-
actions and social relations between states and non-state actors, on the other hand.

The question whether the Deutschian framework qualifies as a theory in its own right, 
however, is disputed and this article does not pretend to resolve this issue. Puchala (1981: 
150), for example, argues that the security community concept is not a theory in itself but 
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rather ‘a set of assumptions about peace in IR’. Still, regardless of how one ‘labels’ or 
‘colours’ the concept of security community in IR theory, this article made the point, 
both on ontological and theoretical grounds, that the concept’s intellectual heritage and 
depth transcend the boundaries of existing theories and should thus be developed and 
explored further. For example, scholars could apply the concept more thoroughly to the 
non-Western, non-democratic world to see if peaceful integration among autocratic 
counterparts may be possible. Also, the security community concept is in desperate need 
for conditions and theoretical models that can explain processes of disintegration and 
decline. In this sense, the security community concept performs a unifying or ‘sticking’ 
function by providing docking points for many strands of IR theory. In the end, it serves 
as a via media by connecting different theoretical strands and bridging various theoreti-
cal gaps in IR.
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Notes

1. This article will rely on the formal distinction applied by Hollis and Smith (1990: 10) between 
theories in moral philosophy (lowercase letter) and theories in IR (uppercase letter).

2. IPT (sometimes also referred to as Normative IR theory or International Ethics) uses tradi-
tional Political theory and Moral Philosophy to understand and explain ethical themes, such 
as justice and community at the international level (Beitz, 1979; Brown, 1992; Cochran, 
1999; Erskine, 2008; Frost, 1986; Hutchings, 1999; Linklater, 1990; Nardin, 2008). For an 
excellent overview please refer to Dunne et al. (2010).

3. Critical Security Studies (CSS) recognizes community formation at the international level. 
Among the many variants of critical approaches to security, such as Poststructuralism, 
Feminist and Gender approaches, Securitization theory or Green theory, the so-called ‘Welsh 
School’ provides perhaps the closest links to the security community concept (Booth, 2005; 
Jones, 1999). It argues that community can lift the constraints of war and the threat of war and 
by enabling individuals and groups to pursue any desired political or other ambitions referred 
to as ‘survival-plus’ (Booth, 2007, 39). Booth (2007: 278) thus claims that ‘community is the 
site of security’.

However, the CSS understanding of peaceful community is a highly selective one. 
First of all, community is understood as stateless forms of free association among individual 
human beings. Secondly, CSS advocates a notion of community whose identity is based on 
inclusion rather than exclusion (Booth, 2007). These two prerequisites are very different from 
Deutsch’s concept of security community, which includes both people and states and whose 
notion of collective identity rests at least in part on the differentiation from outsiders.

4. It is important to note that in IPT, communitarianism is placed in opposition to cosmopoli-
tanism, while in Political theory, communitarianism is typically contrasted with liberalism 
(Dunne et al., 2010: 43).

5. In IPT, communitarianism treats ‘community’ and ‘the state’ synonymously, while Political 
theory would not make such an assumption. The state-centric character of communitarianism 
in IPT has led to the introduction of the term ‘communitarian realism’ in order to distinguish 
the concept from its political theory counterpart (Erskine, 2008).
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6. Empirical examples include the ASEAN (Acharya, 2005; Bellamy, 2004; Emmerson, 2005), 
the Australia, New Zealand, United States Security Treaty (ANZUS) (Tow and Albinski, 
2002), Southern Latin America (Derghoukassian, 2005; Flemes, 2005; Oelsner, 2003),  
the Middle East (Bilgin, 2004), the Mediterranean region (Adler and Crawford, 2002), the 
ECOWAS (Hammerstad, 2005) and the countries of the SADC (Ngoma, 2003).
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