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Abstract 

The traditional approach to security is rooted in a strategy of balance of power among great powers and hence 
national security was based on situational interpretation of the concept among the great powers. Two negative 
and positive approaches have been used by states to interpret the concept of domestic security and national 
security. During the Cold War, the USA and the USSR applied negative approaches, and by generalizing the 
interpretation of their national interests to their spheres of influence, internationalized the concept. In other 
words, their security was not limited to national borders, and survival was defined in more vast manner. By the 
end of the Cold War, a positive approach was undertaken by the United States through emphasizing the 
democratic peace theory. The events of September 11th, 2001, showed that new forms of challenges such as 
terrorism have replaced traditional threats to security. To manage the crises sprung out of new challenges, they 
needed a different kind of approach. This article will explain the security approaches which were applied by the 
United States during three periods; the Cold War, post-Cold War, and after the events of September 11th. 
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1. Introduction 

Since 1950, a variety of definitions for national security have been provided; For example, some scholars such as 
Buzan, Waever, and Wild referred to political, economic, societal, and environmental issues (1998) as security 
threats, while others such as Wheeler and Booth thought in terms of the reflective approach and referred to 
security as a process of emancipation (1992). Wolfers’ definition, among a variety of definitions, was agreed on 
by scholars (Baylis 2001). He defined security as a lack of threat and fear against the values of a nation (Wolfers 
1952). 

There are two interpretations on the concept of security, including positive and negative ones. Realists emphasize 
a negative interpretation in which security refers only to a lack of direct militaristic threat against the country and 
the protection of citizens against an external enemy. The negative interpretation of security is the basis of the 
traditional approach on the concept (Carr 1946; Morgenthau 1972; Waltz 1979). Negative interpretation of the 
concept of security was dominant until the end of the Cold War. Before the Cold War began, states took care of 
their own security, and utilizing strategies such as balance of power were to serve as self-preservation. During 
the Cold war, super-powers defined their security based on the external enemy and their capability of threatening 
survival. During these periods, the USA and USSR, by generalizing the interpretation of their national interests 
to their spheres of influence, internationalized the concept. In other words, their security was not limited to 
national borders and survival was defined in a broader way. Particularly, security and the survival of allies were 
supposed as security and survival of their own. 

The positive approach to the concept of security put one step forward, and beside lack of threat, added the 
concept of citizens’ welfare to the security of the countries (Nye 2004). Positive interpretation dominated during 
the period between the end of the Cold War and the events of 9/11. During this era, great powers- especially the 
United States- paid more attention to their domestic issues, and promoting the welfare of citizens became the 
priority interest of the states to increase the security of the country. Some mentioned the end of history and 
arising of internal conflicts in victorious ideology out of the Cold War (Fukuyama 1992), while others 
emphasized the clash of civilizations (Hantington 1993) instead of states or some believed in beginning of 
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dialogue among civilizations (Khatami 2000). But what was clear, was the rising of ethnic conflicts such as 
Bosnia, Chechnya. 

The events of 9/11 were a turning point that changed the nature of security and its interpretations, especially for 
the United States. Neither a negative interpretation nor a positive one was able to deal with it. The security of the 
states was threatened this time not by another country, which was the basis of the negative approach, nor by 
economic prosperity of other states, but by a new enemy called terrorism. The States could not provide security 
for the citizens inside the country, as terrorism aimed inside territorial borders. In following, security approaches 
applied by United States during three periods of the Cold War, post- Cold War, and after the events of September 
11th are explained. 

2. Cold War 

The Cold War period is characterized by an ideological struggle between the USA and the USSR. In this rivalry, 
the USA was representative of democratic values while the USSR proclaimed peace and freedom. Besides 
ideological differences, a number of reasons caused the Cold War- including the nuclear arms race, 
misinterpretations of each other’s intentions, and overestimation of each other’s capabilities (Dockrill and 
Hopkins 2006). The security of both sides was interpreted according to realist assumptions. In other words, both 
sides built up vast quantities of conventional and unconventional weapons. During this period, both the USA and 
the USSR committed themselves to their spheres of dominance in which the United States defined Western 
Hemisphere security as its own, and vice versa the USSR acted the same in the Eastern Hemisphere. During the 
Cold War, several proxy wars occurred in Africa, Latin America and Asia, because the two countries preferred to 
avoid direct conflict. Therefore, by generalizing the interpretation of their national interests to their spheres of 
influence and by using proxy wars, they internationalized their national security. Their security was not limited 
to national borders, and the definition of survival was broadened (Shinoda 2004). The idea of internationalizing 
the national security had its roots in the concept of collective security during the period between the two World 
Wars, in which national security of member states in the League of Nations was supposed as a common goal that 
the entire international society ought to respect. In other words, every state was responsible for the security of 
the others. This idea had a liberal basis, while during the Cold War it was interpreted according to realist 
assumptions. During the Cold war, two super-powers committed themselves to the security of the states in their 
spheres of dominance, because no states alone can provide national security-- but super-powers can, hence their 
national security is maintained by international systems of alliances (Shinoda 2004). 

The United States used a variety of strategies to provide its security according to the internationalized approach. 
The Marshall plan (1947) was a symbol of this idea which was designed by General George C. Marshall, who 
was Harry Truman’s Secretary of State, in order to promote the economic revival of Europe and in following, to 
bring it under the influence of the United States (Dockrill and Hopkins 2006). Therefore, the Marshall plan 
committed the United States for the reconstruction of Western Europe and prevented the expansion of USSR 
influence in it. According to the Marshal Plan, it was reported that the United States had allocated 13 billion US 
dollars to the countries of Western Europe in the period between 1948 and 1951(Hogan 2002; Agnew and 
Entrikin 2004; Mills 2008). The creation of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in 1949 was another 
sign of the United States’ efforts to internationalize national security (Dockrill and Hopkins 2006). The division 
of Germany (1948-1949), the Korean War (1950-1953), and the Cuban missile crisis (1962) are some examples 
of the United States’ internationalized interpretation on its security. Therefore, the United States interpreted its 
security according to the presence of a threat by the USSR, and this was the basis of the negative interpretation 
during Cold War.  

3. Post-cold War 

By the end of the Cold War, scholars speculated on the expected future of the international system and especially 
its effects on the security of the United States. Three main optimistic approaches: the obsolescence of war theory, 
economic liberalism, and the peace loving theory-democratic peace theory- (Mearshiemer 1990) had predicted 
future conditions of international politics based on different assumptions. Proponents of the obsolescence of war 
theory argued that in the new era, states have discovered the irrationality of entering into war, and as a result the 
future would be a peaceful one. Economic liberalists emphasized the logic of prosperity in states and argued that 
in the new era, states will see that war is counter to economic prosperity, and in following they will avoid the 
onset of war. And peace-loving democracy theorists believed that common democratic values among states 
would prevent them from fighting each other. 

But realists had different ideas. They were pessimistic and argued that the post-Cold War era would be a more 
conflicted one because bipolarity had been the most peaceful situation among the states. For example, Kenneth 
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Waltz argued that “with two great powers, balancing is done mainly by internal means. Allies have been useful 
and have therefore been wanted, but they were not essential in the security relations of the big two” (Waltz 1993). 
In other words, uncertainty is at its lowest level because calculations on how to balance the rival country are 
done internally and there is no need to rely on allies. In the same way, Mearsheimer argued that “the historical 
record shows a perfect correlation between bipolarity, equality of military power, and nuclear weapons, on the 
one hand, and the long peace, on the other hand. When an equal bipolarity arose and nuclear weapons appeared, 
peace broke out” (Mearshiemer 1990). 

Democratic peace theory was the approach emphasized by George H. W. Bush following the Cold War, when he 
advocated the idea of a “New World Order” (Haley 2004). In his speech on 16 January 1991, he introduced the 
New World Order as a situation in which “the rule of law… governs the conduct of nations,” and “in which a 
credible United Nations can use its peacekeeping role to fulfill the promise and vision of the UN’s founders” 
(Bush 1991). The world was supposed to have one final goal to achieve, which was finding order in democratic 
values. During this period, domestic issues became the primary focus of the United States policy to provide 
security; because it was presumed that the spontaneous spread of democratic values would protect the security of 
the United States. In other words, a democratic victory at the end of the Cold War would spontaneously improve 
Pan-American perceptions of other people around the world. As then-president Bill Clinton stated, the United 
States could become strong in the international sphere if it was able to create a strong country in the United 
States (Clinton 1992). 

George W. Bush did not make deep changes in Clinton’s policies. He followed the same policies by declaring 
compassionate conservatism (Soltani and Jawan 2010) as a cornerstone of his administration. Compassionate 
conservatism is the policy of dealing with inequalities among citizens and generally in civil rights, but without 
direct government action. According to compassionate conservatism, the behavioral problems such as criminality, 
which have been caused by segregation and slavery in society, should be dealt as priorities (Teles 2009). The 
focuses of compassionate conservatism in the Bush administration were “health” and “retirement security” 
especially for low income citizens (Bush 2000). In his speech on 20 January 2001, he characterized the Cold War 
era as “chaos” and post-Cold War era as “civility” (Bush 2001). According to him, “cynicism” was a 
characteristic of the Cold War, and “trust” is a characteristic of the post-Cold War era. So, trusting in other 
countries was no longer risky regarding the survival of the United States; American values had won the war and 
were going to take root in many nations (Soltani and Jawan 2010). Therefore, the security of the United States 
was supposed to be provided through the spontaneous management of perceptions in other parts of the world. 

So, the basis of the post-Cold War era security interpretation lay in the improvement of the welfare of citizens. 
The focus of presidential administrations was to improve the quality of life in society. This was the basis of the 
positive interpretation of the concept of security, in which it was supposed that democratic values were going to 
be embraced by other parts of the world and bring security for the United States. A domestically strong society is 
the pillar of security when applying the positive approach. In this approach, it was emphasized that democratic 
countries do not go to war with each other and do not threaten the security of each other (Doyle 1986).  

4. September 11 

The attack of September 11th, 2001was the first such assault on US soil since the Japanese bombed Pearl 
Harbour on December 7th 1941 (White 1997). “Beginning” was the word George W. Bush used to describe the 
era after the events of September 11th (Bush, 2002). What made this period different from others was the nature 
of the enemy; they could not be dealt with using traditional weapons. In other words, new threats did not arise 
from rival countries, but from weak states and groups that were not able to confront the United States directly. As 
the 2002 security strategy states, the September 11th events showed that weak states could become as dangerous 
as stronger states (NSS 2002), and that geographic and military strengths of the US could no longer guarantee its 
security against these enemies and threats (QDR 2001). So the question now was how to provide security for the 
United States. Relying on soft power (Nye 2004) was a pillar of perception management to provide security. 
Although George W Bush insisted on realist strategies of preventive war and pre-emptive action rather than soft 
power, the main ideas of the soft power approach were clear in his speeches and security strategies. For example, 
in 2006 the security strategy stated that promoting democracy and the rule of law is the responsibility of the 
United States because it will facilitate the flow of correct information and in so doing, educate and inform people 
throughout the world on how to make correct decisions (NSS 2006). Therefore, accordingly, the security of the 
United States could best be provided through democratic values and familiarizing people with these values. 
Confronting individuals and groups that are organized in weak states was not possible by conventional 
approaches, so the only way was to change their perceptions towards the United States. 
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A combination of both positive and negative interpretations on the concept of security can be traced in this 
period. The presence of a threat such as terrorists and rogue states were interpreted according to the negative 
approach to national security, while the positive approach was employed in democratizing the potential states 
that harbor terrorism. For example, on one hand, in the 2002 national security strategy, defining the security 
environment was based on a negative interpretation in which it was stated that: 

“New deadly challenges have emerged from rogue states and terrorists. None of these contemporary 
threats rival the sheer destructive power that was arrayed against us by the Soviet Union. However, the 
nature and motivations of these new adversaries, their determination to obtain destructive powers 
hitherto available only to the world’s strongest states, and the greater likelihood that they will use 
weapons of mass destruction against us, make today’s security environment more complex and 
dangerous.... We must be prepared to stop rogue states and their terrorist clients before they are able to 
threaten or use weapons of mass destruction against the United States and our allies and friends....To 
contend with uncertainty and to meet the many security challenges we face...We must prepare for 
more such deployments by developing assets such as advanced remote sensing, long-range precision 
strike capabilities, and transformed maneuver and expeditionary forces. This broad portfolio of 
military capabilities must also include the ability to defend the homeland, conduct information 
operations, ensure U.S. access to distant theaters” (2002). 

On the other hand, preparing a secure environment for the future of the United States was based on a positive 
interpretation of security in which it was stated that: 

“America must stand firmly for the nonnegotiable demands of human dignity: the rule of law; limits 
on the absolute power of the state; free speech; freedom of worship; equal justice; respect for women; 
religious and ethnic tolerance; and respect for private property....[by] using the full influence of the 
United States, and working closely with allies and friends, to make clear that all acts of terrorism are 
illegitimate so that terrorism will be viewed in the same light as slavery, piracy, or genocide: behavior 
that no respectable government can condone or support and all must oppose....[and by] using effective 
public diplomacy to promote the free flow of information and ideas to kindle the hopes and aspirations 
of freedom of those in societies ruled by the sponsors of global terrorism” (2002). 

Similar to George W. Bush, President Obama compared the attacks to war and stated that “our nation is at war, 
against a far-reaching network of violence and hatred” (Obama 2009). He emphasized that “Throughout our 
history, no issue has united this country more than our security…All of us are committed to its defense. So let's 
put aside the schoolyard taunts about who's tough. Let's reject the false choice between protecting our people and 
upholding our values. Let's leave behind the fear and division, and do what it takes to defend our nation and 
forge a more hopeful future...for America and for the world” (Obama 2010). 

He followed the same policy as Bush’s, but with more emphasis on international organizations, especially the 
U.N. and NATO. Both negative and positive interpretations on the concept of security can be found in the 
security strategy of 2010. The 2010 security strategy of the United States declares that:  

“Military force, at times, may be necessary to defend our country and allies or to preserve broader 
peace and security, including by protecting civilians facing a grave humanitarian crisis....The United 
States must reserve the right to act unilaterally if necessary to defend our nation and our inter-
ests....While the use of force is sometimes necessary, we will exhaust other options before war 
whenever we can, and carefully weigh the costs and risks of action against the costs and risks of 
inaction. When force is necessary, we will continue to do so in a way that reflects our values and 
strengthens our legitimacy, and we will seek broad international support, working with such 
institutions as NATO and the U.N. Security Council” (2010).  

And yet it also states: 

“America’s commitment to democracy, human rights, and the rule of law are essential sources of our 
strength and influence in the world....These efforts to advance security and prosperity are enhanced by 
our support for certain values that are universal. Nations that respect human rights and democratic 
values are more successful and stronger partners, and individuals who enjoy such respect are more 
able to achieve their full potential....In keeping with the focus on the foundation of our strength and 
influence, we are promoting universal values abroad by living them at home, and will not seek to 
impose these values through force. Instead, we are working to strengthen international norms on 
behalf of human rights, while welcoming all peaceful democratic movements” (2010). 
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Therefore, a combination of negative and positive approaches to national security has been followed by the 
United States in order to deal with threats since September 11th 2001. It can be contemplated that there were no 
extreme differences between the administrations of George W. Bush and Barack Obama when it came to 
handling national security. In other words, they have both emphasized the importance of military strength in the 
United States, while simultaneously focusing on democratic values to create a more secure environment. 

5. Conclusion 

Since the beginning of the Cold War, the United States has experienced three different eras in which different 
approaches to national security were applied. The application of the approaches was based on how the US 
interpreted its security. Two interpretations were provided: negative and positive. The negative position is based 
on a realist approach in which security can best be provided through a balance of power among great powers. In 
other words, feelings of fear can be mitigated through equalities among the rival powers, although the concept of 
equality is defined variously. The negative approach was dominant during the Cold War. The positive approach 
to security was followed by the United States in the post-Cold War era. The positive approach was supported by 
three main optimistic ideas: the obsolescence of war theory, economic liberalism, and the democratic peace 
theory. Among them, the democratic peace theory was the one the United States emphasized. According to this 
rationale, democracies do not fight each other; therefore, it was argued that the feeling of fear is at its lowest 
level because there is no serious rival for the US, and the spontaneous spreading of democratic values protects 
the US. The events of September 11th 2011 showed that none of the mentioned approaches is enough to be the 
basis for providing security. The combination of negative and positive interpretations was applied simultaneously, 
showing that the spreading of democratic values has been the dominant approach, while realist strategies were 
applied to support it. 
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