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Abstract
The indivisible security principle was first set out in the 1975 Helsinki Final Act and 
since then has been included in numerous international treaties and national strategic 
documents. However, the concept remains ambiguous and has not received due attention. 
The collective security concept has in turn been studied extensively by researchers who 
represent different paradigms and who have come up with diverse understandings of 
the term. This article adds to the ongoing conceptualisation of collective security and 
indivisible security and considers the implications of both concepts for European and 
global security arrangements in the context of Russia’s  relations with the West. First, 
I analyse the history of the indivisible security and collective security concepts and briefly 
review relevant literature. Further, I come up with my conceptualisation of both notions, 
illustrating the theoretical claims with the case of Russia’s  relations with NATO and 
EU countries. Building on this analysis, I assess the implications of both approaches for 
European and global security. I conclude that the international system cannot solely rely 
on either collective security or indivisible security and state the need for a middle-ground 
approach based on the decoupling/compartmentalisation of different policy areas.
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Introduction 
The perceived objective of any modern security policy is to sustain peace. What-
ever policymakers do, official documents and statements call for peace, recon-
ciliation and stability. War is not appealing today, and the desire for it has been 
largely marginalised. Nevertheless, wars, conflicts and tensions are still there, 
and they usually result from mutual misperceptions and misunderstandings 
emerging in the pursuit of peace rather than from innate aggressiveness. This 
insight has pushed international relations scholars into studying security dilem-
mas,1 cybersecurity dilemmas,2 integration dilemmas,3 identity issues,4 etc. How-
ever, international relations scholarship has not done enough to endogenise 
some of the visions of security that underlie competing approaches to interna-
tional politics. This appears to be an obstacle to further research, as longstand-
ing disputes about the future world order may lack real content.

This article discusses two opposing notions that have featured prominently 
in the European political discourse: indivisible security and collective securi-
ty. My theoretical argument is that both concepts are flawed in terms of global 
vision because they largely neglect the barriers to their universal implementa-
tion. More specifically, neither of the two concepts can serve as the sole basis of 
a smoothly functioning world order because collective security leads to exclu-
sion and inequality, whereas indivisible security lacks efficient problem-solving 
mechanisms. To illustrate this point, I use a case study of Russia’s relations with 
the West. My empirical argument is twofold. On the one hand, I demonstrate 
that Russia’s foreign policy after 1991 has been more consistent than usually as-
sumed. On the other hand, I show that the full-fledged implementation of the 
indivisible security concept that Russia has been calling for would not necessar-
ily be in Russia’s interest.

The paper is organised as follows. First, I consider the history of indivisible se-
curity and collective security approaches and the conditions associated with the 
rise of both concepts, as well as briefly review their theoretical foundations and 
relevant literature. Further, I trace the hidden meaning of these notions and the 
underlying contradictions, illustrating my theoretical claims with the case study. 
Based on this analysis, I assess the implications of both approaches for European 
and global security and come up with my conclusions.

Historical background
Although the idea of collective security can be traced back to Kant’s Perpetual 
Peace,5 it saw its heyday only in the 20th century. Article X of the Covenant of the 
League of Nations provided for collective action against security threats.6 The 
League failed to deter German, Italian and Japanese aggression, and the collec-
tive security concept was overshadowed by the idea of collective defence after 
World War II. NATO and the Warsaw Pact are the most obvious manifestations 
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of the collective defence tradition. Starting as purely military tactical arrange-
ments at the beginning of the 20th century, collective defence organisations 
evolved into value-laden regional bodies of like-minded countries. A collective 
defence organisation brings together the countries that rule out the possibility 
of war among them and are eager to pursue common security goals, considering 
‘an attack against one Ally <…> as an attack against all Allies’.7 The relevance 
of such a security pattern increases in hard times, when nations have difficul-
ty trusting one another. This was the case at the beginning of the Cold War, 
when the foundation for the modern European security architecture was laid. 
Collective defence was a  new beginning for the notion of collective security: 
after the collapse of the bipolar world order, NATO assumed responsibility for 
maintaining security in and around Europe, going beyond the classical logic of 
collective defence.8 The new tradition of collective security is exclusive rather 
than inclusive, since it does prioritise the security of some nations and regions 
over the security of others. It is apparent in political uses of the term: for in-
stance, in 2002, Russia and its allies established the Collective Security Treaty 
Organization (CSTO),9 which is actually based on the collective defence posture.

The advent of indivisible security is associated with different circumstances. 
The Helsinki Final Act of 1975, where the principle of equal and indivisible se-
curity was set out, signified the willingness of countries in the Euro-Atlantic 
area to maintain the status quo and to sustain peace. The principle of indivisible 
security implied that ‘[c]o-operation is beneficial to all participating States, while 
the insecurity in or of one participating State can affect the well-being of all.’10 In 
practice, this means that ‘States will not strengthen their security at the expense 
of other States.’11 The notion of indivisible security has not received due atten-
tion from the academic community; it remains underconceptualised and has 
been seen by some scholars as vague and even destructive.12 However, indivisible 
security is still there: the notion was explicitly mentioned in the 1990 Charter 
of Paris for a New Europe,13 the 1997 NATO-Russia Founding Act,14 as well as in 
the 1999 Charter for European Security.15 The term ‘indivisible security’ has been 
included in all major Russian strategic documents since 2000.16

Literature review and discussion of the concepts
The concepts of collective security and indivisible security, as well as related 
ideas, have been addressed by scholars working in both realist and idealist tra-
ditions. An important feature of analyses focusing on collective security is their 
diversity in terms of the existing conceptualisations of what collective security 
is and how effective it can be.

Williams and Jones view modern collective security as a continuation of the 
tradition of the early 20th century that has been discussed above. From their per-
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spective, collective security is ‘definitely not an idea or concept whose time has 
now come’.17 To substantiate this opinion, the authors cite the failure of collec-
tive security in the 1930s in the case of ‘Italy’s sudden and unprovoked attack 
on Abyssinia’,18 when no member of the League of Nations reacted properly to 
the obvious violation of international norms. Williams and Jones believe that 
the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) assumed the role of the League 
of Nations after World War II, leading to few meaningful changes in the imple-
mentation of collective security. ‘The Security Council found it difficult to agree 
on who was the real aggressor, and, then as a  result, its permanent members 
have split and backed one or other of the belligerents involved. This, in turn, let 
the conflict take its natural course and the outcome was then determined on 
the battlefield.’19 Those few endeavours that were successful are described as not 
really collective, since they were ‘under American tutelage’.20

Applying this theoretical framework to Western alliances, Williams and Jones 
introduce the idea that collective security is hardly feasible due to the inherent 
differences between security and defence. They point out that defence issues 
identified as such do not usually cause debates among allies, which is why it is 
quite easy to agree on the concerted reaction to a defence crisis, such as the Cu-
ban missile crisis of 1962. In contrast, a security issue does not imply an immedi-
ate threat; therefore, diverging economic and political interests make a prompt 
concerted reaction hardly possible.21

Charles A. Kupchan and Clifford A. Kupchan adopted a  different reference 
point. While analysing the collective security concept, they do not compare it 
with collective defence. What they emphasise is that ‘collective security is pref-
erable to balancing under anarchy.’22 The authors’ vision of collective security 
goes well with the understanding I stick to. The Kupchans highlight that ‘[a]ny 
institution that is predicated upon the principles of regulated balancing and all 
against one falls into the collective security family.’23 From their perspective, the 
key advantages of collective security are ‘more effective balancing against aggres-
sors’ and the promotion of ‘trust and cooperation’.24

Mearsheimer views collective security as one of several approaches that em-
phasise the role of international institutions. Being a structural realist, he calls 
the assumptions of collective security into question. First, he points out that 
a collective security system can only deal with one or two threats concurrently, 
which may be not enough in realist global politics.25 Second, ‘states [of a collec-
tive security system] are likely to remain on the sidelines if [their] vital interests 
are not threatened.’26 Third, Mearsheimer points out that collective security ne-
cessitates trust, which is certainly scarce in the international system.27

Even though the concepts of collective security and indivisible security do 
overlap sometimes, they are characterised by different emphases. This can be 
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clearly seen in literature dealing with the problem of creating a pan-European 
security architecture from the perspective of indivisible security. MccGwire 
pinpoints that security in Europe ‘is conceptually distinct’ from the security of 
Europe: the latter assumes ‘an external threat to a Europe that does not include 
Russia’, whereas the former ‘is a more inclusive concept, reaching from the At-
lantic to the Urals’.28 According to MccGwire, ‘the concepts of threat and securi-
ty are highly subjective, <…> one country’s security can be another’s insecurity,’ 
which is why ‘it is counterproductive to focus on the security concerns of one or 
a few countries.’29 MccGwire’s key conclusion (his article was published in 1998) 
is that NATO enlargement ‘threatens Washington’s  cooperative relationship 
with Moscow’.30

Russian scholars studying the topic typically arrive at similar conclusions. As 
Zagorski put it in 2014, ‘[i]n spite of the declared adherence to the principle of 
indivisible cooperative security, the levels of security in different parts of the 
OSCE [Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe] area remain dif-
ferent. The conventional arms control regimes, which in the past decades en-
sured reductions in armed forces and armaments unprecedented in the history 
of Europe, have gone into decline.’31

Ellehuus and Zagorski maintain that ‘Treaty organizations such as NATO and 
the European Union could increase transparency with Russia and stability on 
the European continent by acknowledging the OSCE language on indivisible 
security requiring the legitimate security concerns of neighboring states to be 
considered.’32

However, the Russia-friendly perspective on indivisible security is not the 
only one. Remler from the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace rightly 
believes that Russia itself abuses the indivisible security concept. First, he points 
out that Russia insists on decoupling security issues from human rights, which 
actually violates the spirit of the Helsinki Final Act. Second, he emphasises that 
the Istanbul Charter for European Security adopted by Russia acknowledges 
‘the inherent right of each and every participating State to be free to choose or 
change its security arrangements, including treaties of alliance’.33

My paper builds on many of these perspectives. I  will briefly comment on 
some of them to better illustrate the theoretical framework that I draw on. First, 
I  do not call into question the feasibility of either of the two concepts. Both 
collective security and indivisible security are useful principles that can guide in-
ternational security relations. Even if a collective security organisation may fail 
to deal with more than two major threats simultaneously, the existence of such 
an organisation does entail real-world consequences, such as a plausible deter-
rence effect and the enormous effect that NATO enlargement has had on the 
Russian foreign policy discourse. Moreover, the 1990s saw a number of NATO 
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interventions that succeeded despite the fact that those interventions were not 
a question of defence. Similarly, even though Russia seems to abuse the indivisi-
ble security concept, the concept itself continues to be viable and attractive, as it 
has a solid ideational basis. Second, I insist that collective security is an exclusive 
rather than inclusive security concept. ‘All against one’ institutions are neces-
sarily limited to their members, which means that those outside are left aside. 
This is true even for the UN collective security system, since those outside of the 
UNSC have no voice when collective security decisions are made.

For the purposes of this study, collective security can be defined as a prin-
ciple of providing security for a limited number of nations by a limited number 
of nations. Indivisible security is the principle of providing equal security to all 
nations regardless of their political, economic or ideological commitments.

Mechanisms and political implications
The collective security and indivisible security concepts entail real-world conse-
quences in terms of the way regional and global security systems are arranged. 
Collective security is granted only to those who meet particular criteria (Castells 
calls such a relationship ‘networking power’).34 This logic appears justifiable, as 
modern collective security organisations, which originated from collective de-
fence structures, are still based on the collective defence posture: it would be 
unwise to guarantee equal political and military assistance to any country, as the 
League of Nations attempted to do so and is known to have failed. We do not 
have enough evidence to determine whether NATO’s Article 5 works: it might 
prove to be another self-fulfilling myth that would collapse in case of a  real 
threat. However, the history of the League of Nations makes us acutely aware 
of the fact that collective security most likely cannot work without the under-
lying exclusiveness principle. NATO does engage in security efforts beyond its 
borders, but it does not provide guarantees to outsiders. Within the framework 
of collective security, commitment to principles and loyalty to allies are gener-
ally prioritised over strict compliance with international law and respect for the 
interests of non-member states. Thus, security groupings tend to overestimate 
their ability to address international issues single-handedly and frequently ne-
glect potential cooperation opportunities.

The opposite is the case with indivisible security. The concept of indivisible 
security is not purely Russia’s justification for its quest for ‘the non-aligned sta-
tus of the buffer states’.35 It is a vision of security that rules out the possibility 
of any strict preconditions for elaborating an integrated peace strategy. If some 
countries co-exist in a particular region, they are supposed to have common se-
curity interests. Consequently, they need inclusive international platforms to 
communicate. The concept of indivisible security emphasises the need for equal, 
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written rules to regulate international behaviour and does not recognise the 
right of nations to act on the basis of ‘narrow loyalties’ to friends and allies. As 
Russia’s Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov put it in Baku in 2017, ‘a situation where 
some are provided with clear legal guarantees, while others must be content 
with promises no one is going to fulfill, is unacceptable.’36 Whether countries 
within an indivisible security framework can assume substantive legally binding 
security obligations in theory is an open question. In practice, the resulting se-
curity architecture is typically confined only to deliberative bodies, such as con-
ferences and councils, and restrictive norms, such as the Treaty on Conventional 
Armed Forces in Europe (CFE Treaty)37 or the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty (ABM 
Treaty)38 – without any real mutual security guarantees.

Both indivisible security and collective security imply a  certain underlying 
peace strategy. Under collective security, peace is attained through the enlarge-
ment of the ‘area of harmony’, existing inside a collective security organisation. 
This organisation must be institutionally strong from the very beginning, and it 
must be based on absolute trust among its members (which is seen as impossible 
by Mearsheimer, as noted above). The area of stability and peace can hypothet-
ically engulf the entire world, as soon as each and every country commits itself 
to the norms and values adopted by the collective security organisation. There-
fore, the enlargement of a  grouping is seen as the right path towards achiev-
ing better security for everyone by means of granting complete security to some 
nations. NATO enlargement can be viewed as a mechanism of socialising less 
developed nations into the community of countries that have developed new 
‘security mindsets’.39 Whether an enlargement is a  real success on the road to 
peace is determined by the extent to which new members have developed these 
new mindsets and joined the ‘area of harmony’.

The indivisible security concept rejects this reasoning and legitimately points 
to the inequality resulting from the collective security approach. Strong security 
guarantees can hardly ever embrace the entire world, which is why collective 
security organisations simply embody better access to security for some nations, 
excluding the rest of the globe. Missile defence systems and new military bases 
are a sure way to enter into a new arms race. Consequently, it might seem more 
reasonable to gradually develop equal arrangements for everyone, even if these 
arrangements turn out imperfect and incomplete. Better security for everyone 
is achieved by means of granting some security to every nation. In the long run, 
weak inclusive institutions can hypothetically evolve into a comprehensive se-
curity architecture, sustaining peace in a whole region or even throughout the 
world.

Apparently, contradictions between the two notions of security are inevi
table. Those outside an exclusive security organisation have no reason to toler-
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ate exclusion. Under a collective security system, the most important issues are 
discussed by the insiders (since they trust each other and tend to stick together), 
while the resulting decisions are implicitly imposed on the outsiders, who sim-
ply lack institutional capabilities to state their position. Those inside, for their 
part, have no incentive to give up the unprecedented level of security just to 
become equal participants of fragile ‘inclusive’ security arrangements.

The pattern described above roughly reflects the collision between differ-
ent visions of European security and the positions adopted by NATO countries 
and by the Russian Federation respectively. Russia has been denouncing NATO 
enlargement for decades, advocating a special role for the Organization for Se-
curity and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) and ‘pan-European security struc-
tures’. However, the clash between indivisible and exclusive collective security 
approaches represents an analytical framework that could hypothetically be ap-
plied to different regions and eras. Therefore, this collective security VS. indivis-
ible security dilemma deserves particular attention.

Collective security and the world order
The first problem with exclusive collective security organisations has already 
been mentioned: they are too tight to meet everyone’s expectations. The ‘area 
of democracy and peace’ is a  nice idea, but it is increasingly unclear if it can 
be universally implemented in practice. Historical evidence demonstrates that 
political unity rarely lasts long: Watson’s pendulum theory40 suggests that in-
ternational politics constantly swings between empire and anarchy. Thus, the 
democratic peace order is unlikely to preserve its cohesiveness in the long run 
after achieving the state of dominance, and Western scholars seem to be perfect-
ly aware of this fact.41 This does not necessarily mean the demise of democracy 
itself: the point is that nations may easily start a new extended dispute, having 
agreed on democratic principles. Some scholars hope that Western material he-
gemony can establish effective rules ensuring security and prosperity after its 
decline.42 This hope may turn out to be misplaced: modern nation-states defeat-
ed empires, set new comprehensive rules, and simply split up into capitalists, so-
cialists, democrats and dictators, creating new confrontation lines. This is what 
can (but will not necessarily) happen to a democratic collective security institu-
tion whose values have evolved into the global norm and eliminated alternative 
visions. Therefore, the enlargement of a collective security organisation is both 
a blessing and a curse: it helps to strengthen security, simultaneously creating 
risks of disintegration in the long term.

The processes of NATO and EU enlargement have already caused this threat 
to become apparent. When Eastern European countries were admitted to West-
ern political and economic institutions, the US was able to tighten control over 
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Europe, since such countries as Poland and Hungary viewed (and continue view-
ing) Washington rather than Brussels as the provider of their security.43 Auton-
omist trends did recede: the 1992 Petersberg Declaration of the Western Euro-
pean Union (WEU) calling for the empowerment of the WEU44 has never been 
implemented, whereas NATO continued to play the role of Europe’s  military 
defender. What followed later was, however, a trend towards disintegration in 
the ideational domain. Today, Poland and Hungary are viewed as key challengers 
of European values. This newly established dividing line creates problems for the 
European consensual decision-making framework.

The second challenge is closely connected with the first one. As modern col-
lective security institutions prioritise the security of member states, those out-
side may protest by means of undermining the activities of the organisation in 
question or establishing competing institutions, which might create another 
cold war situation. The ‘area of harmony’ can simply be destroyed by those who 
were not included in it.

This is exactly the type of activity that Russia has been engaged in. Being un-
able to join the privileged grouping, Moscow has been trying to undermine the 
heightened security level of NATO countries. Several dimensions of this can be 
identified. First, Russia has done a lot to neutralise any kind of missile defence 
in Europe and North America. As Russian Deputy Prime Minister Borisov put it 
in 2018, Russia’s hypersonic glide vehicle Avangard ‘almost nullifies missile de-
fence’.45 Moscow’s hypersonic weapons certainly add to the insecurity of NATO. 
Second, Russia denied Europe a high level of security in the tactical domain by 
suspending the CFE Treaty in 2007 and ‘completely’ halting participation in the 
Treaty in 2015.46 Third, Russia has allegedly attempted to disrupt Western politi-
cal systems by means of carrying out election meddling47 and providing support 
for right-wing forces in EU countries.48

Hence, there are two diametrically opposed negative scenarios for an order 
based on collective security. The first scenario implies the destruction of the 
leading collective security organisation by those dissatisfied with its dominant 
position. The second scenario is the disintegration of the grouping after achiev-
ing global or regional hegemony, which derives from the ‘laws of history’.

A stable collective security system requires balancing between the two poor out-
comes. I posit that perfect balancing draws on several complementary strategies.

1. Luring
The luring strategy is designed to avoid the first scenario. If a collective securi-
ty organisation provides an outstanding level of security, some outsiders might 
think about joining it. The effective opportunity to join a successful grouping 
discourages non-member states from undermining the activities of the collec-
tive security organisation. At present, Ukraine, Georgia, and Moldova cannot 
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be admitted to NATO because their accession could undermine NATO’s unity. 
However, Ukraine and Moldova do not perceive NATO as a  threat, since the 
alliance seems to be open to them. This is how ‘networking power’ shapes the in-
centives of those outside the grouping. The luring approach frequently includes 
the so-called conditionality principle,49 which helps to maintain internal homo-
geneity and to restrain the enlargement process. If the effective opportunity to 
join turns into a formal opportunity, the strategy crumbles. This is what seems 
to have happened in Russia’s relations with the West: even though Russia did 
participate in some Western fora, such as the Group of Eight (G8), it felt isolated 
and lamented that its position remained unheard.50

2. Appeasement
When outsiders do not believe in their right to join the privileged grouping 
anymore or cannot be admitted to it for objective reasons (such as normative 
incompatibility), the collective security organisation can resort to the appease-
ment strategy. It implies retaining the faith of non-member states in the harm-
lessness of the grouping. If you never take advantage of your enormous oppor-
tunities, you are less likely to be seen as a  threat. The strategy of convincing 
others that they have nothing to fear has certainly been employed by NATO. For 
instance, NATO has done quite a  lot to show Moscow that European ballistic 
missile defence (BMD) is not directed against Russia.51 If the alliance had been 
successful in convincing Russia that Moscow has nothing to fear, most likely, the 
Kremlin would not have launched its hypersonic weapon programmes intended 
to overcome BMD.

3. Self-confirmation
If everyone believes in your good intentions and shares your values, the collec-
tive security organisation might lose its internal unity and cease to be a space of 
peace and cooperation. To prevent this from happening, the grouping needs to 
define a new set of adversaries and strategic objectives. Terrorists, WMD pro-
liferators and rogue states are all depressingly familiar examples of enemies in 
an era of high international security standards. The return of great power com-
petition with the rise of China and the resurgence of Russia have created quite 
typical external dangers for Western countries, leading to higher cohesion levels 
within NATO.

All this looks like a  sophisticated combination of exclusion and inclu-
sion mechanisms that can be used concurrently. The most reliable and loyal 
like-minded nations are admitted to the grouping, troublemakers are deterred, 
everyone else is encouraged to stay away. This is how NATO pursued an open-
door policy towards Central and Eastern Europe, fought terrorism in Afghanistan 
and nuclear proliferation in Korea, convincing Russians that they had nothing to 
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fear. Such a strategic mix appears viable: minimal resources were used to combat 
fairly weak adversaries (primarily non-state actors), whereas interstate relations 
remained comparatively stable. The peacefulness of a collective security system 
increases when it becomes more inclusive and targets few and relatively weak 
enemies. The grouping anyway remains exclusive in its essence, as its unity is 
reinforced by the Other.

The balance looks particularly delicate. If you fail to prove your good inten-
tions, outsiders can join forces to get rid of the exclusive grouping. If you let in 
every nation, the security guarantees will eventually be compromised.

As of 2021, the NATO collective security system remains fairly stable, although 
less inclusive than in the 2000s. Russia’s interventions are far from enough to 
completely destabilise Western security institutions, but certainly enough to 
maintain their unity.

Indivisible security and the world order
As it is most likely impossible to maintain global hegemony or unipolarity in-
definitely, major powers can simply acknowledge that they are different from 
one another and refrain from mutual threats. This is what the indivisible secu-
rity principle calls for in general terms. However, the indivisible security model 
looks too weak to form the sole basis for a sustainable security architecture. The 
most obvious manifestation of equal security for every country is the Hobbesian 
war of all against all, under which nobody has access to security: the absence of 
some good actually eliminates the competition for it. If some good is present, 
the attempts to redistribute it appear inevitable.

Any military alliances embody unequal security, which is why they have no 
place in an inclusive world order. The key conceptual problem with that is the 
elusiveness of security arrangements based on presumed trust. If uncondition-
al confidence in all international partners were a viable strategy, intelligence 
services, secret diplomacy and military alliances would never exist. Another 
challenge is that the same danger usually cannot be of the same importance 
for different nations. Latin American countries have no reason to care about 
the North Korean nuclear programme and even about Islamist terrorism, al-
though these threats are usually defined as global. This is even more true when 
it comes to local and regional conflicts and challenges. Consequently, the in-
security of one nation can affect the well-being of all but is unlikely to do so 
on a global scale (although indivisible security theorists suggest otherwise52). 
Real interdependence in the security domain is currently present only in sepa-
rate regions. There is room for argument about whether such interdependence 
exists in Asia or its subregions, and it is commonly said that it does exist in 
Europe.
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One of the most prominent functions of collective security organisations is 
to ensure joint action. Building on their common identity and perceived unity, 
NATO members can promptly react to different international crises without the 
need to coordinate their activity with outsiders. The indivisible security concept 
needs crisis response mechanisms that would be equally effective. The propo-
nents of inclusive indivisible security posit that interactions in the international 
arena should be structured around particular problems and not around perma-
nent coalitions. This is what some scholars and Russian officials call ‘network 
diplomacy’.53 They contend that we cannot force every nation to address global 
and regional challenges, since security interdependence has its limits, but what 
we can do is provide room for the involvement of all interested parties. The 
problem with this is that such ‘flexible coalitions’ would have little capacity to 
act. If Russia, Iran, the US and Turkey had formed a unified coalition to fight the 
Islamic State in Syria in 2014, the outcome would probably have been miserable: 
a coalition cannot be successful having no common understanding of its goals 
and adversaries. Thus, when it comes to real action, inclusive flexible structures 
are likely to fragment into several unambiguous groupings. Repeated flexible 
coalitions of the same actors can evolve into permanent security organisations, 
taking us back to where it all began.

Furthermore, the international relations system needs actors that would create 
rules for it. The proponents of an inclusive world order usually favour the coordi-
nating role of the United Nations, assuming that the decisions taken within the 
UN reflect the will of the international community.54 In practice, the elimination 
of exclusive decision-making instruments would hardly make a difference. Major 
powers promoting new international norms would lose exclusive international 
platforms, such as NATO, but they would simply advance their vision, building 
coalitions within inclusive institutions, e.g. by means of tabling resolutions at the 
United Nations General Assembly. Besides, international norms and principles are 
nothing without their implementation: the responsibility to protect doctrine was 
developed and unanimously endorsed within the UN55 and currently faces criti-
cism from Russia and China for being misused to carry out humanitarian inter-
ventions.56 Therefore, the very use of inclusive institutions for decision-making 
does not safeguard us from conflicts arising from the implementation of decisions.

The non-binding nature of ‘network diplomacy’ is another challenge. If con-
flict resolution is the business of those interested, some conflicts will simply re-
main unsettled. The Yemeni Civil War (2014 – present) has been a case in point: 
no major powers look really interested in settling the conflict, no binding se-
curity arrangements are present in the region and nobody is endeavouring to 
achieve reconciliation. Under a regional collective security system, such a situa-
tion would be virtually impossible.
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Punishing violators is a different issue at stake. If global politics is inclusive and 
nobody’s security can be threatened, it is unclear how to prevent abuse under 
the indivisible security system. Collective security organisations pre-empt both 
external aggression and internal turbulence: outsider nations are deterred by the 
collective defence posture, whereas member states can face sanctions or alien-
ation (and the resulting lower security level). Mechanisms of the UN favoured 
by the proponents of indivisible security are well suited for punishing small and 
weak countries, having no voice in the Security Council (as I said earlier, this is 
in fact an exclusive collective security mechanism), whereas the Security Coun-
cil’s permanent members are given carte blanche to do whatever they intend. 
Oddly enough, the indivisible security concept appears to privilege world pow-
ers, simultaneously depriving smaller nations of robust security guarantees.

Despite the above-mentioned flaws, some realistic steps could bring us closer 
to a genuinely inclusive world order based on indivisible security.

1. Confidence-building measures
If you bet on full and unconditional cooperation among nations with differing 
views, you need to eliminate or, at least, minimise mistrust in the internation-
al system. This would imply further empowerment of international watchdogs, 
some other form of ‘mutual monitoring’ or intergovernmental agreements with 
reliable verification mechanisms. These measures are unlikely to make compet-
ing nations work together within the ‘network diplomacy’ framework but cer-
tainly can discourage them from taking hostile action against one other. If coun-
tries are not fearful of each other, they will be less likely to make unreasonable 
decisions, threatening each other’s security (e.g., missile defence development, 
military exercises, etc.). This basic premise sounds unbelievably simple, but its 
implementation has proved to be a highly complicated task. For example, Russia 
has repeatedly called into question the conclusions of the Organisation for the 
Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW) with respect to alleged violations of 
the Chemical Weapons Convention by Russia and its allies,57 even though the 
OPCW is designed as an impartial international watchdog. 

2. Arms control
Arms control is the most evident practical manifestation of indivisible security. 
When nations do not develop weapons violating each other’s interests, they do 
not strengthen their security at the expense of the security of others. Russia 
viewed America’s  withdrawal from the ABM Treaty and its decision to devel-
op missile defence in Europe as a violation of the indivisible security principle 
precisely because these actions established an exclusive security level for NATO 
members and were seen to undermine global strategic stability.58 In the modern 
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context, a renewed bilateral and multilateral dialogue should include hypersonic 
weapons and tactical nuclear weapons: the former are particularly destabilising, 
whereas the latter have never been truly controlled despite their long history.

Can the indivisible security concept come real? Apparently, it has already 
been partly implemented in several areas of collaboration, since some challenges 
are essentially global and affect the interests of states with divergent policy ap-
proaches. The threat of nuclear proliferation goes beyond political tensions, 
which is why joint efforts in the non-proliferation domain are possible, and 
‘flexible coalitions’ do not disintegrate into exclusive groupings. A case in point 
would be North Korea: although Russia is sceptical of putting strong pressure 
on North Korea and calls for restraint,59 it did not veto the notably severe Se-
curity Council Resolution 237560 in 2017 and managed to obtain a compromise 
with the United States. ‘Network diplomacy’ can also be useful when an im-
mediate response is not needed and when different strategies are not mutually 
exclusive. There are a million ways to address food security issues, some of them 
have proved viable, and humanity will hardly ever choose a single correct path. 
Another example is official development assistance (ODA): there is no agree-
ment on the most suitable forms of development aid, but competing approaches 
can complement each other. Finally, international watchdogs and transparency 
mechanisms are already there, although their effectiveness is often questionable.

Reconciling the irreconcilable
In real-world international politics, collective and indivisible security frame-
works co-exist. Russia’s hope for the establishment of a multipolar indivisible 
security system accommodating the interests of all actors in the foreseeable 
future is unrealistic, while the attempts to extend collective security principles 
throughout whole regions or even the entire world are doomed to failure.

What is the value of collective security for a future world order? First, it is the 
capacity to act together. Even if the strategy adopted by a grouping is controver-
sial, a bad solution is often better than no solution. For example, if NATO had 
tried to find a middle ground with Russia in 1999 with respect to the Kosovo War, 
it would have failed to elaborate any substantive response to Milosevic’s actions 
in Kosovo. Second, attractive and powerful groupings are pretty good at rulemak-
ing: having agreed on some norm, they set an example for the whole internation-
al community, putting ‘peer pressure’ on other nations61 (humanitarian interven-
tions are a case in point). Third, collective security organisations effectively deter 
external threats. World powers outside a grouping cannot escape responsibility 
for questionable activities using their veto in the UN Security Council, as they can 
still face sanctions by the powerful collective security organisation and its sup-
porters. This was the case in 2014 after Russia’s annexation of Crimea, although 
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most non-military measures were formally adopted by the EU and some indi-
vidual nations rather than by NATO. Further, collective security organisations 
discourage member states from imprudent actions: the United States usually 
tends to listen to NATO, having no incentive to alienate its closest allies, and the 
exceptions prove the rule. The Obama administration would probably not have 
intervened in Libya in 2011 if the US had not managed to secure the support of 
European allies through the ‘Leading From Behind’ strategy.62

Although the indivisible security concept is hard to implement, it certainly 
has a role to play. I have shown that its ‘network diplomacy’ can be effectively ap-
plied in areas of cooperation with common strategic objectives, such as nuclear 
non-proliferation, or in fields that do not require immediate concerted action, 
such as food security and development aid. Further, some challenges cannot be 
single-handedly addressed by a separate grouping, as it might not have leverage 
over the actors involved in a  particular situation (as was the case with North 
Korea). Finally, arms control and confidence-building measures, which belong to 
the indivisible security agenda, are relevant at any time, since growing military 
expenditure is never good news for political leaders.

How can the two competing concepts be reconciled in the years ahead?

1. The leading collective security organisation is here to stay
NATO is far from perfect. The Bosnia and Herzegovina intervention, the Kosovo 
War and the Libya intervention are only some examples of questionable opera-
tions by the alliance and its members. However, NATO’s capacity to pursue real 
concerted multilateral policies is worth a lot. A flawed multilateral response by 
the alliance seems much better than unilateral actions by individual nations or 
a multilateral coordination failure in the ‘network diplomacy’ style.

2. Self-restraint and equal treatment will help NATO to survive
Watson’s ‘laws of history’ heralding the end of unilateral advantages deal with 
classical empires that tended to exercise complete dominance over a  particu-
lar territory. In general, dominance ends when its holder abuses it. If NATO 
continues its open-door policy towards like-minded nations and refrains from 
unnecessary provocative actions towards as many outsider countries as possible, 
the alliance can prolong its own existence. The point of no return has not been 
reached yet. Terrorism, WMD proliferation and civil wars are still there, great 
power competition is back, so NATO does have a basis for lasting internal unity.

3. Arms control and confidence-building will reduce the risks
It would be utopian to expect enduring political unity of the entire world. The 
leading collective security organisation will anyway face resistance from out
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sider nations. New norms will be criticised, whereas NATO’s approaches to con-
flict resolution are unlikely to satisfy every nation. Although it is possible to limit 
discontent, it is impossible to eliminate it. Therefore, risk reduction inevitably 
requires the development of arms control and confidence-building measures: 
even if political tensions cannot be avoided, they should not lead to unpredict-
able consequences. It is necessary to draw a clear line between day-to-day pol-
itics and strategic issues: the distinction between non-proliferation efforts and 
tactical disagreements is already there. Counter-terrorism also seems to enjoy 
special treatment. A similar logic might be extended to more areas of coopera-
tion, and the indivisible security concept can be useful in this regard.

4. Effectiveness should be a priority
Inclusive cooperation in the international arena should not be at the expense 
of its effectiveness. Genuinely inclusive interaction can be possible if divergent 
efforts by different actors do not undermine each other or if actors with differ-
ing views pursue common strategic objectives. Food security, development aid 
and nuclear non-proliferation are only some of the areas of collaboration where 
these criteria could be observed. Besides, truly inclusive cooperation is indis-
pensable if a problem cannot be tackled without the involvement of particular 
actors. This is the case with the North Korean nuclear programme: if we assume 
that military options are off the table, it is hardly possible to come to any real 
solution without China.

Indivisible security and collective security in Russia’s foreign policy
It is generally believed that Russian foreign policy after 1991 can be divided into 
periods that are different not only in substance but also in terms of Russia’s vi-
sion of its global role, as well as ideas driving the policymaking process. The 
indivisible/collective security perspective calls this belief into question. Russia 
has certainly experienced domestic debates (especially over its relations with the 
West), but these debates have been present for decades. The specific mixture of 
competing approaches has resulted in a continuous foreign policy throughout 
the whole post-Soviet period, as far as its theoretical foundations are concerned. 
However, the relatively stable stance is riddled with internal inconsistencies due 
to the ongoing domestic disputes and because Russia itself is not really interest-
ed in the full-fledged implementation of its conceptual claims, which include 
the long-standing emphasis on indivisible security.

There is no denying the fact that in the 1990s Russia was a  better partner 
for Western countries than in the 2010s and the early 2020s. However, the idea 
that Russia itself was very much different can be misleading. Russia has never 
adopted the ‘security mindset’ of NATO and EU countries. The way Russia was 
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governed and the way Russia approached its foreign policy in the 1990s was in-
compatible with Western values and approaches, just as it is now. In 1993, Rus-
sian President Boris Yeltsin ordered the shooting of the White House in Mos-
cow, which was the residence of Russia’s  Parliament. In legal terms, this was 
nothing but a coup. Nevertheless, Yeltsin was supported by the US and its allies.63 
Further, Russia’s military presence in the post-Soviet space is nothing new: in 
the early 1990s, Moscow initiated a number of peacekeeping operations in the 
region, whose legal basis was not always solid. However, it is only later in the 
2000s that the debate on the issue gained traction.64 Finally, Russia’s critical at-
titude to NATO was already evident in the mid-1990s amid the Operation De-
liberate Force in Bosnia and Herzegovina65 and Washington’s plans for NATO 
enlargement.66

What has changed since then is the way Russia reacts to political devel-
opments that it views as adverse, as well as Russia’s perception of the world 
around it. As far as Moscow’s reaction is concerned, today’s Russia has many 
more foreign policy instruments than Russia had in the 1990s. Russia possess-
es hypersonic weapons that can overcome ballistic missile defence.67 Russia 
has a system of alliances in the post-Soviet space, even though these alliances 
seem to be not very effective. Russia has the ability to engage in local and re-
gional conflicts, and it allegedly can influence domestic politics in other coun-
tries.68

Russia’s  perception of the world around it has evolved together with the 
practical implementation of the collective security and indivisible security prin-
ciples. The early 1990s were marked by productive cooperation with the West 
because Russia had two kinds of expectations. First, Russia believed it would 
become part of the collective security system established by privileged Western 
nations. This expectation manifested itself in Russia’s  desire to join Western 
institutions, such as the Group of Seven (G7) that turned into the Group of 
Eight (G8) after Russia’s accession. Russia’s  relations with the West served as 
a new point of reference: Moscow virtually discontinued its cooperation with 
other former Soviet republics. Second, Russia believed that it would cease to be 
the target of hostile activities on the part of the West even if it failed to become 
a full-fledged Western nation. This is a manifestation of the indivisible security 
tradition.

Although Russia was included in some Western institutions, it did not be-
come part of the Western collective security system, and this was already becom-
ing evident in the mid-1990s. Moscow did not want to abandon its identity so 
as to be accepted to NATO, the EU and other Western organisations. Therefore, 
Russia had no option but to bet on indivisible security. In the beginning, this 
mechanism worked. President Yeltsin was supported by the West during grave 
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political crises in 199369 and 199670 and faced little criticism with respect to his 
foreign policy. It means that the West refrained from reducing Russia’s security 
despite Russia’s non-compliance with Western standards.

This approach was gradually abandoned for understandable reasons. In the 
1990s, there was a realisation in the West that Communists’ return to power in 
Russia would be a nightmare. Such a scenario was quite likely, which is why the 
strategy of supporting the Russian Government was the only viable option for 
Washington and its allies. Moreover, in the 1990s, the US funded Russia’s nucle-
ar disarmament,71 which was certainly in the interest of Washington. When Rus-
sia adopted a more assertive foreign policy stance in the 2000s, the West stopped 
tolerating Moscow’s behaviour. In fact, Russia’s partners refused to implement 
the indivisible security principle.

Moscow definitely abandoned its attempts to join Western exclusive security 
organisations. As Russia was unable to join them, it started preventing others 
from doing so. Russia did view NATO enlargement negatively in the 1990s, but 
it did little to inhibit it. In the 2000s, Moscow came up with its own regional 
integration projects, which were initially loose and could not be taken seriously. 
In the late 2000s and the early 2010s, the situation changed: the West and Russia 
imposed a zero-sum logic on such countries as Ukraine, Moldova and Belarus, 
making them choose a single integration path.

In fact, Moscow has attempted to establish its own exclusive institutions but 
has never acknowledged this fact. Russia views the Eurasian Economic Union 
and other arrangements in the post-Soviet space as a way to collectively partic-
ipate in international cooperation from a position of strength. NATO enlarge-
ment and EU enlargement were based (and continue to be based) on individual 
negotiation tracks with individual nations. This means that the process of ad-
justment was one-sided and that Russia had no say in determining the future 
of its neighbouring countries. The West approached the problem from the per-
spective of sovereignty: as José Manuel Barroso, then President of the European 
Commission, put it in 2013, the era of ‘limited sovereignty was over in Europe’.72 
Russia approached the problem from the perspective of indivisible security: 
Since a collective security framework not including Moscow was expanding, this 
framework was viewed as a threat to Russia.

Russia has come up with alternative conceptual approaches, although these 
approaches have not proved viable yet. Two notions need to be mentioned in 
this context: ‘integration of integrations’ and Greater Eurasia.73 Both concepts 
imply the establishment of a continuous Eurasian space consisting of integra-
tion projects and alliances that can work together on major issues. In the lan-
guage of my paper, this means that several collective security frameworks can 
merge into a common space of indivisible security.
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Indivisible security, Russia’s foreign policy interests and collective 
benefit
As can be seen, Moscow has been using the notion of indivisible security to jus-
tify its opposition to Western arrangements that allegedly reduce the security of 
Russia. What is not so obvious, however, is whether Russia would benefit from 
the full-fledged implementation of the concept. First, a world without NATO may 
turn out to be quite dangerous for Russia. If US troops and nuclear weapons were 
withdrawn from Europe, European countries would have no option but to build 
up their own military. Moreover, they would not necessarily be kinder to Russia 
than the US. As a result, Russia’s security level would be further diminished.

Second, abandoning collective security organisations would be a burden for 
Russia in terms of conflict settlement efforts in neighbouring regions. If NATO 
fully withdrew from the Middle East, Russia would have to either accept a lower 
security level or devote its own resources to mitigating instability in the region.

Last but not least, Russia would have to engage in ‘network diplomacy’ (which 
Moscow has been advocating for recent decades). Moscow would have to re-
frain from unilateral military and political steps similar to those undertaken in 
Ukraine and Syria and cooperate with all nations who have a stake in resolving 
a  particular issue, which appears quite difficult in the context of divergent  
interests.

If Russia wants to align the theoretical foundations of its policy with its be-
haviour, Moscow will have to acknowledge that the concept of indivisible secu-
rity has only a limited applicability. The analysis in previous sections indicates 
that there is actually no real choice between indivisible and collective security 
outcomes. Russia cannot be included in NATO’s  ‘area of peace and stability’, 
as its opposition to the alliance’s vision of the modern world order would un-
dermine NATO’s ability to pursue consistent substantive policies. Meanwhile, 
NATO cannot be simply dissolved, as it is the only multilateral international 
body capable of joint action and simultaneously the only example of an ‘area of 
peace’ based on mutual trust and common values. Waiting for a regime change 
in Russia is not a solution either: I have shown that the modern challenges are 
inherent in the very idea of collective security and do not seem to be specific to 
either Russia or NATO.

If policy makers aim to sustain and consolidate peace, it seems necessary to 
eliminate conditionality and linkages between different areas of cooperation. 
The logic of collective security and the logic of indivisible security should co-ex-
ist independently from each other, and neither of them can be allowed to ‘hijack’ 
world politics. When the collective security logic interferes in arms control or 
non-proliferation issues, strategic stability is undermined, and global risks in-
crease, since narrow defence interests prevail over risk reduction. When indivis-
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ible security and ‘network diplomacy’ permeate tactical issues, terrorists and mi-
litias continue to commit violations with impunity, and international rules are 
not enforced, as concerted action and binding arrangements give way to endless 
fruitless negotiations.

The decoupling of different policy areas would definitely reduce the interna-
tional risks and appears to be a viable way out of the current European security 
crisis. If imbalances in one sphere did not spread to other areas of collaboration, 
the general stability of international affairs would be notably enhanced. This ap-
proach is already being widely implemented: not only non-proliferation efforts 
but also people-to-people contacts, as well as economic cooperation, represent 
the areas of Russia’s relations with the West that have remained largely unaffect-
ed by political disagreements.

Some international relations experts have already called for what I am refer-
ring to as the decoupling of policy areas. Remler has come up with the idea of 
compartmentalisation, which again implies dividing policy concerns into areas 
of concern. As he put it, ‘[a] sustainable, effective dialogue can only be restarted 
if both sides tone down the rhetoric, agree not to lecture one another, and com-
partmentalize major demands (on the understanding that they are not dropping 
those demands). The process should start with an agreement to talk about specif-
ic, circumscribed topics that cannot be highly politicized, setting modest goals.’74

However, the decoupling/compartmentalisation logic comes up against ho-
lism, that is, the tendency to see politics as an integral whole. The well-known 
domino theory implies that ‘a defeat or retreat on one issue <…> is likely to pro-
duce <…> further demands on the state,’75 whereas the ‘holistic logic’ assumes 
that even cooperation in a particular domain can give undue advantage to the 
adversary in other areas. New START is America’s unilateral disarmament,76 the 
delivery of Russian gas to Europe enables the Kremlin to pursue a more hawkish 
foreign policy77 – such ideas are all manifestations of this approach. The result 
is the politicisation of almost all areas of Russia’s relations with the West, which 
makes the development of productive cooperation a highly difficult task. The 
more outsider nations are marginalised and antagonised by the leading collec-
tive security grouping, the more quickly will this grouping cease to exist as a re-
sult of growing external pressure.

Both Russia and the West should finally recognise that their concepts of se-
curity have limits. Such a recognition would certainly increase the likelihood of 
achieving a mutually beneficial settlement.

Conclusion
In this paper, I  have tried to add to the conceptualisation of collective secu-
rity and indivisible security, taking into account the developments of recent 
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decades in Russia’s  relations with the West. I  define collective security as an 
exclusive arrangement based on providing security for a limited number of na-
tions meeting some specific criteria. Collective security organisations are good 
at ensuring joint action, creating regional and global rules, and punishing those 
who violate the rules. However, exclusive organisations face the challenges of 
maintaining political unity and countering those outsiders who do not have the 
incredible level of security enjoyed by the insiders and want to disrupt such an 
organisation.

To maintain their unity and prolong their existence, collective security insti-
tutions can use the strategy of luring, the appeasement strategy, and the strategy 
of self-confirmation. The use of these three approaches helps exclusive organi-
sations both maintain their unity and prevent the emergence of severe external 
threats.

I define indivisible security as an inclusive arrangement building on the pro-
vision of equal security for all nations without any specific preconditions. An 
indivisible security framework can serve as a basis for confidence-building mea-
sures and arms control, but it is a  bad framework when it comes to problem 
areas where actors have divergent interests. Therefore, it is very poor at ensuring 
joint action, rule-making, and addressing conflicts that are of little interest to 
major powers. I demonstrate that many of Russia’s  foreign policy steps of re-
cent decades have been consistent with the indivisible security logic, contrary to 
the belief that the conceptual basis of Russia’s strategy has changed significantly 
since the 1990s.

I show that neither collective security nor indivisible security can serve as the 
sole basis for the modern world order and come up with the idea of decoupling 
different policy areas from each other and applying the two concepts to areas 
where they can be really useful. Further, I state my disagreement with the ho-
listic approach to international politics, since it makes any dialogue on selected 
issues virtually impossible.

The complete and irrevocable cessation of cooperation in retaliation for any 
non-existential threat is a poor strategy, as it does not pay off and can under-
mine the world order based on cooperation. If more and more countries face ex-
clusion and marginalisation, the status-quo coalition will eventually disappear. 
An indivisible security order would not be any better, since it is apparently too 
weak to maintain the rules-based international system. However, there is an-
other way: the leading collective security organisation can further carry out its 
indispensable functions, settling conflicts and ensuring concerted action. In do-
ing so, it does not need to antagonise important actors of global politics, exclud-
ing them from decision-making processes in areas of international cooperation 
where the logic of indivisible security appears applicable. If retaliatory measures 
in response to wrongdoing remain limited in scope and if outsider nations feel 
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secure, the international winning coalition will be large enough to maintain sta-
ble interstate relations.


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