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Transnational Threats and 
Reformulating Security in 
the UN
Dagmar Rychnovská 

Over the past two decades, the United Nations Security Council (unsc) 
has increasingly dealt with new thematic issues and, particularly, with 
so-called “transnational security challenges.” What implications does 
this trend have? Focusing on conceptual dimensions, this article analy-
ses whether, and how, the inclusion of transnational threats on the un-
sc’s agenda affects its understanding of security. This work approaches 
the dynamics of threat politics in the unsc from the perspective of se-
curitisation theory and argues that security is reformulated in the pro-
cess of securitisation. Deploying the examples of the securitisation of 
terrorism and aids, this work assesses the dynamics of the (attempted) 
reinterpretation of security, highlights its effects, and discusses what 
further consequences and challenges this trend may produce.
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Introduction
The un was established towards the end of wwii as an internation-
al organisation whose mission was to prevent another destÂctive 
war—a goal that its predecessor, the League of Nations had not ful-
filled. Given the changing nature of international politics and the un’s 
expanding membership, the organisation’s priorities, tasks and com-
petences have been transformed. However its core agenda – maintain-
ing international peace and security – remains intact. Still, the very 
understanding of what constitutes international peace and security, 
what may threaten these lofty goals and how threats to them should 
be prevented has undergone significant evolution. Over the past two 
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decades, two particular and not unrelated trends may be identified in 
this regard: the un’s attention shift from interstate to intrastate con-
flicts, and the new thematic issues that have been brought to the unsc 
as a body responsible for un security politics. These issues, which have 
been addressed according to the logic of security, include terrorism, 
piracy, organised crime, infectious diseases, environmental degrada-
tion and the security of marginalised groups.1

Though more recent and less settled, the move to broaden the un-
sc’s agenda is thought to be significant since it affects both the un’s 
internal functioning and its cooperation with member states and 
other actors. By emphasising new threats that are often understood 
as transnational – i.e. as phenomena ‘driven by non-state actors (e.g. 
terrorists), activities (e.g. global economic behaviour), or forces (e.g. 
microbial mutations, earthquakes)’2 – the unsc may better mobilise 
the international community and call for coordinated action. At the 
same time, since many new threats have a non-military character, this 
trend underscores the unsc’s changing perception of peace.3 Here, 
peace is understood as not only the absence of armed conflict (nega-
tive peace), but also the achievement of broader stÂctural conditions 
enabling friendly relations among states and a conflict-free society 
(positive peace).4 Consequently, the logic behind the unsc actions is 
transformed from reactionary to more proactive, and it ceases to op-
erate merely in emergency mode. By propounding long-term policies 
and prescribing new measures to be implemented by member states 
in national law, the unsc also begins to act as a un legislative power 
(rather than only in its traditional executive role) and, thus, to dimin-
ish the role of the General Assembly.5 Since the unsc is a status quo 
body, the move to reformulate security marks a dramatic shift from 
prior practice.

This work contends that the internal dynamics of these develop-
ments call for attention. Looking at issues through the lens of con-
stÂctivist security studies, it asks whether, and how, the inclusion of 
transnational threats on the unsc’s agenda has challenged and trans-
formed its understanding of security. Drawing on the securitisation 
theory developed by the Copenhagen School of Security Studies6 and 
its recent advances,7 I argue that “security” does not have any univer-
sal fixed meaning but rather is a concept which is constantly being 
reinterpreted as it is used in social interactions. The most significant 
changes to understandings of security may be observed in the process 
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of securitisation whereby a particular problem is brought within the 
security agenda and formulated as a threat. Securitisation is, then, a 
specific political action in which a securitising actor identifies that an 
issue or condition is a threat to a valued referent object and calls for 
the use of extraordinary means in order to tackle that threat. If this 
securitising move is accepted by the relevant audience, the issue shifts 
from normal politics to the realm of exceptional politics, enabling the 
use of extraordinary measures. As a consequence, successful securi-
tisation not only changes the power and competences of securitising 
actors, but also reconstÂcts the meaning of the issue—that is, the way 
it is conceptualised, linked to other issues and embedded in dominant 
security narratives.8 

All this suggests that if we want to uncover whether and how the 
meaning of security is evolving in the unsc, it will be useful to analyse 
how the unsc interprets international peace and security and threats 
to these goals in practice. This is particularly relevant when it comes 
to the introduction of new issues onto the unsc agenda. A number 
of pressing questions arise: Are these new threats seen as compatible 
with the unsc’s understanding of threats to international peace and 
security? Why or why not? Does the unsc explicitly discuss what “in-
ternational peace and security” means? Is the new interpretation of 
security disputed within the unsc?9 

This research focuses empirically on two new transnational threats 
which were included on the unsc’s agenda: the issue of terrorism in 
2001 (leading to unsc Resolution 1373) and that of hiv/aids in 2000 
(prompting unsc Resolution 1308). These cases have been selected 
for analysis for several reasons. First, the era of the early 2000s was 
marked by the unsc’s increasing emphasis on transnational threats, 
resulting in the adoption of several non-traditional resolutions deal-
ing with new thematic issues.10 Second, both cases concluded with the 
adopting of a unsc resolution that formulated a new understanding of 
the securitised issue; both might, thus, challenge the broader interpre-
tation of international peace and security. Third, both securitisations 
were initiated and promoted by the same actor—the United States, 
which had the control and power of a securitising actor. Despite these 
similarities, however, the reinterpretation of security caused by each 
issue’s inclusion on the unsc agenda was very different. While the 
case of terrorism prompted a highly successful, unchallenged securi-
tisation, the attempt to securitise aids was more problematic and dis-
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puted. This work’s comparative design, thus, allows us to study the 
different dynamics at work in the unsc’s reinterpretation of security 
through its deliberations on new security issues and their relevance to 
international peace and security. 

This work proceeds as follows: first, the theoretical aspects of the 
unsc’s constÂction of security are discussed. Second, two case studies 
are set out, dealing respectively with the constÂction of terrorism and 
of hiv/aids as threats in the unsc setting. Third, the findings are dis-
cussed and put in the broader context of un security politics. Finally, I 
offer some concluding observations. 

Constructing Security in the UN Security Council
According to the un Charter, the unsc’s responsibilities are to identi-
fy ‘the  existence  of  any  threat  to  the  peace,  breach  of  the  peace,  
or  act  of aggression’ and  ‘make recommendations, or decide what 
measures shall be taken,’ even extending to  the collective use of mili-
tary force.11 From the perspective of international law, these concepts 
are very open-ended and their interpretation, thus, depends on the 
unsc itself. There are no specific definitions of these terms in the un 
Charter, and turning to other sources of law, very little International 
Court of Justice jurispÂdence addresses these issues.12 In fact, since 
the end of the Cold War – and especially since the un engaged in the 
war on terror – the key concept “threat to peace” has been significant-
ly reformulated. The unsc’s emphasis has shifted from international 
(interstate) to internal (intrastate) affairs, and more attention has been 
paid to threats that go beyond the topic of political violence.13

Rejecting the idea that the unsc agenda is predetermined by a par-
ticular notion of what international peace and security mean – or 
should be – and, thus, which threats the unsc should deal with, I 
would suggest that we look at how the security concept is reinter-
preted through securitisation in empirical contexts. The Copenhagen 
School argues that any issue can become a security issue if it is present-
ed as such by a securitising actor and accepted by a relevant audience.14 
At the same time, it may be contended that securitisation not only con-
stÂcts the meaning of a concrete threat, but also profoundly affects 
the social context in which it is embedded. Successful securitisation 
can empower securitising actors – and possibly others as well – and 
improve their ability to influence how meaning is constÂcted in the 
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given socio-political setting. Alternatively, securitisation changes the 
socio-linguistic context, i.e. the system of meaning (i.e. security nar-
ratives, frameworks etc.) in which specific conceptions of threat and 
security are entrenched.15 The concept of security may be thought of as 
one which is constantly being reconstÂcted as it evolves over time and 
reaches new actors and discursive contexts. Thus, it makes no sense 
to search for an ultimate or even universal logic of security in either 
specific empirical contexts or theoretical terms since the meaning of 
security is always contextual and changing, and as such, it must be un-
derstood in a process-oriented and empirically informed way.16

To analyse this process, we can focus on speaker-listener interac-
tions in a specific empirical area and study them with the help of the 
securitisation framework; according to the latter, a securitising actor 
proposes a new concept of a threat and the relevant audience accepts 
or reject this move.17 In the context of the unsc, the interactions be-
tween the securitising actor and the audience are institutionalised 
through official Council deliberations initiated by unsc members or 
other relevant un actors. 

The outcome of these debates takes the form of resolutions (or oth-
er official documents) which indicate whether, and how, the audience 
has accepted the securitising move and the resulting reinterpretation 
of threats and security. Once accepted by the unsc, the new under-
standing of threats and security presumably affects further sc actions 
both in terms of the powers and competences gained by actors dur-
ing the securitisation and the images of security issues constÂcted in 
these debates.18

This study analyses these dynamics is practice and looks at how the 
meaning of security is constÂcted and reconstÂcted through the se-
curitisation of transnational threats in the unsc. Concretely, the anal-
ysis focuses on the following concerns:

Securitisation context: What is the broader socio-political and so-
cio-linguistic context of the securitisation? Which actors are involved 
in the securitisation, and how do they take part? 

Securitisation process: How does the securitising actor present what-
ever constitutes the threat as well as the referent object? How does 
it depict what must be done about the threat, who must take action 
and the urgency and seriousness of the threat? How does the audience 
accept these moves?
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Securitisation effects: What are the immediate as well as the more 
long-term effects of the securitisation in terms of policy change (i.e. se-
curity practices)? What are these effects in terms of discursive change 
(i.e. the concept of security)?

While the discussion proceeds according to this scheme, the main 
emphasis is on the third part— i.e. the issue of how unsc members, 
as the securitisation audience, accept the concept of a threat and its 
relevance and appropriateness to the unsc agenda. This securitisa-
tion process is, thus, traced over two case studies: the securitisation of 
transnational terrorism in 2001 and that of hiv/aids in 2000.19

The Case of Transnational Terrorism: A Successful 
Extension of Security

Securitisation Context 
The issue of terrorism has a long history in the un: during the Cold 
War it was dealt with by the unga and seen as a specific crime whose 
roots and motives varied. In the 1990s, the unsc increased its ac-
tivities in this field and reinforced the perception of terrorism as a 
state-sponsored and state-based criminal activity. However, the fail-
ure to suppress terrorist groups such as al-Qaeda, which had become 
less dependent on state support, motivated the unsc to adopt a more 
comprehensive approach to terrorism.20 

The result of this change was Resolution 1269, which represented 
a substantial shift in the understanding of terrorism: it depicted ter-
rorism as a general concern, condemned all terrorist acts regardless of 
their motivation and manifestation and highlighted the importance of 
the issue by recognising that some terrorist acts ‘could threaten inter-
national peace and security.’21 After the terrorist attacks of 9/11, Ameri-
can and other diplomats urged their governments to call for a resolute 
response.22 Terrorist attacks and terrorism in general were discussed 
at the unsc meeting on 12 September when the unsc adopted Res-
olution 1368. The counterterrorism strategy was further specified in 
the comprehensive Resolution 1373, which was developed by the us, 
co-sponsored by the uk and adopted at a meeting on 28 September 
that year. 
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Securitisation Process 

The securitising move was made in a very broad and abstract manner. 
In initiating the securitisation, the us representative did not elaborate 
on the nature of the referent object, but instead stressed that the ter-
rorist attacks also affected other states. In his words, the attack ‘was 
an assault not just on the United States, but on all of us who support 
peace and democracy and the values for which the United Nations 
stands.’23 

The audience condemned the terrorist attacks and expressed their 
support for further actions by the Security Council. The attacks of 
9/11 were said to target humanity, democracy, freedom and the values 
shared by the un members, but some also presented them as a threat 
to the domestic order. When it came to interpreting the nature of the 
threat, most speakers depicted terrorism in a very general way and 
linked it discursively to other security issues. Terrorism was presented 
as an unjustifiable phenomenon; Ireland, for instance, suggested that 
9/11 was an ‘attack of barbarism and evil against innocent people.’24 
Even more importantly, 9/11 attacks were interpreted as an example 
of a new type of terrorism which was global in scale and could take 
any form. For instance, the Ukrainian representative noted that ‘new 
definitions, terms and strategies have to be developed for the new re-
alities’ 25 while Russia described terror as a ‘plague of the twenty-first 
century.’26

The us speaker did not present the suggested security measures in 
detail, but only demonstrated the clear determination of his country 
to ‘win the war against terrorism,’ while making ‘no distinction be-
tween the terrorists who committed these acts and those who harbour 
them’27 and calling on members to bring the perpetrators to justice. 
These suggestions were repeatedly approved though only briefly dis-
cussed by the audience. That audience expressed its solidarity with the 
us, and all speakers vocalised the support of their countries for any 
further unsc action in this respect even if such support took a rather 
abstract form. Further, Russia and China raised the issue of existing 
international conventions against terrorism and argued for their full 
implementation. They also pointed out that these conventions should 
lead to not just the suppression, but also the prevention of terror-
ism. For Russia, the Council’s action represented a ‘resolve of Council 
members to do all they can to leave not one terrorist act unpunished 
and to increase efforts to prevent and end terrorism.’28 China was more 
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circumspect in its wording about what should be done and instead 
proclaimed its support for ‘the United Nations in strengthening its 
work in preventing and combating terrorism [… and in the] practical 
implementation of the relevant international conventions against ter-
rorism.’29

As regards the perceived seriousness and urgency of the situation, 
the audience broadly accepted the view that the threat from terror-
ist attacks was exceptional. The French ambassador, for instance, 
described the situation as a ‘time of trial’30 while the Jamaican repre-
sentative even noted that the attacks had ‘plunged our entire world 
into an unprecedented period of peril, fear and uncertainty.’31 Some 
speakers indicated that they saw terrorist attacks as comparable to acts 
of military aggression in the traditional sense: for instance, the Rus-
sian ambassador proclaimed them ‘an unprecedented act of aggression 
of international terrorism,’32 and the representative from Mauritius 
stressed that they had taken ‘the lives of thousands of innocent vic-
tims, including women and children.’33 Therefore, despite the many 
unknowns around the threat – or rather, the potential threat since 
the unsc sought to address terrorism as a more general issue – the 
way that it was discussed by decision-makers showed that they were 
convinced of its relevance and the urgent need to formulate and im-
plement collective countermeasures.

In general, this securitisation was very effective, appealing persua-
sively to all unsc members. That audience accepted the extended con-
ception of terrorism as a threat to the whole international community. 
They agreed that this complex threat must be responded to collective-
ly through the prevention and suppression of terrorism.  They also 
shared a sense of the urgency and seriousness of the threat. 

Securitisation Effects
Adopted unanimously, without any abstentions, the two resolutions 
on terrorism generated a new understanding of terrorism as a threat 
to international peace and security. As such, they triggered an inter-
national counterterrorism regime. Interestingly, there was no formal 
discussion in the Council before the passing of the landmark Resolu-
tion 1373, and allegedly no significant background negotiations were 
held about the content of this resolution.34 In terms of the language it 
used, the conceptual changes it made and the policies it designed, Res-
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olution 1373 clearly deviated from the unsc’s prior security discourse. 
The resolution cited terrorism in general as a threat to international 
peace and security; it approved the use of self-defence against terrorist 
attacks and authorised several exceptional measures including the ob-
ligation of member states to incorporate a variety of new and extraor-
dinary policies (e.g. the criminalisation of terrorism and its funding, 
targeting of suspected terrorists with economic sanctions and travel 
bans, obligatory extradition of terrorists, etc.) into their domestic law. 
It also established the Counter-Terrorism Committee, with a mandate 
to monitor and support the implementation of these measures at the 
level of the states.  How long the measures should be in force and how 
they could be reviewed were not discussed in the resolution. Given 
both its quasi-legislative form and its unusual content, it was, thus, un-
precedented and a landmark in the politics of the unsc and the un in 
general.

Turning to the long-term evolution of understandings of terrorism, 
Resolutions 1368 and 1373 attached a specific meaning to the concept 

– as a global, uncontrollable and increasingly dangerous phenome-
non – which, in fact, fits well with the progressivist narrative about 
terrorism’s changing nature and the international order that the un 
represents.35 The repeated classification of terrorists as extremists or 
fanatics who exploit the advantages of the modern world was also 
consistent with suggestions to “fight” the conditions which presum-
ably enable the planning and organising of terrorist activities rather 
than considering other potential countermeasures, such as negotia-
tions, deterrent acts or addressing the root causes of terrorism.36 This 
approach contrasts with the earlier stance which dealt with terrorism 
on an ad hoc basis, focusing only on some of its aspects and mostly 
targeting its state sponsors.37

Seen more broadly, the unsc’s involvement in emerging interna-
tional counterterrorism allowed it to gain new powers – particularly 
at the expense of the General Assembly – through the establishment, 
for example, of several expert bodies that maintained terrorist black-
lists and decided on new counterterrorism measures. Terrorism, thus, 
became a very powerful buzzword in the un, and many other issues 
(e.g. proliferation of weapons of mass destÂction, organised crime 
and dÂg trafficking) have since been securitised in the unsc based on 
their links to terrorism.
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The Case of AIDS:  
An Unsuccessful Reformulation of Security

Securitisation Context 

In 2000, the unsc, for the first time, addressed an issue that had pre-
viously been linked instead to the politics of development and health: 
the hiv/aids pandemic. In contrast with the securitising of terrorism 
in 2001, this was the first appearance of the aids topic on the unsc’s 
agenda. The issue had already been politicised in the un and dealt with 
by several of its agencies in 1990s, but without much success. At the 
end of that decade, Peter Piot, then head of the Joint United Nations 
Programme on hiv/aids (unaids), took over the agenda, seeking to 
gain political attention for the pandemic by connecting it with a new 
narrative in us policy circles about  ‘global emerging infectious dis-
eases’ as a national security threat.38 The characterisation of aids as a 
threat to social and economic stability was accepted within the wider 
network of relevant un agencies39 though the representatives of states 
with the highest aids prevalence rates were more sceptical about this 
securitisation.40 

The securitisation in the unsc was initiated primarily by Richard 
Holbrooke, a us diplomat. He was later joined by Al Gore, the then us 
vice-president and presidential candidate as well as Kofi Annan, the 
then un secretary-general, Peter Piot and other aids experts.41 The 
unsc debate on hiv/aids took place in January 2000 and was followed 
by a meeting in June 2000. It was at that meeting that the unsc passed 
Resolution 1308 specifically addressing the topic. 

Securitisation Process 
The securitisation was promoted by a variety of securitising actors, 
who, in fact, offered two different takes on the issue. On the one hand, 
Holbrooke, then the us ambassador, sought to present hiv/aids as a 
threat to ‘world security’ under a ‘new and extensive definition’ of se-
curity.42 In his view, “security” denoted not only security from ‘loss of 
life and the ravages of war,’ but also from ‘constant fear and degra-
dation, and from a loss of the quality of life and liberty of spirit that 
should belong to all.’43 On the other hand, other securitising actors 
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linked the threat of hiv/aids to security’s traditional referent object—
the state—through the supposedly negative effects of the pandemic on 
economic and social stability. This was in turn, assumed to endanger 
the political stability of African states, where the pandemic was most 
severe .In this vein, Al Gore argued that 

[f ]or the nations of sub-Saharan Africa, aids is not just a hu-
manitarian crisis. It is a security crisis, because it threatens not 
only individual citizens but the institutions that define and 
defend the character of a society.44

The representatives of some African countries also stressed this neg-
ative effect of hiv/aids on the social and economic stability of their 
states and highlighted the danger that the pandemic would hamper 
the progress that had been made so far. However, these arguments 
about the far-reaching consequences of the aids epidemic could not 
sway this audience. Most unsc members did not support the re-con-
ception of security suggested by Holbrooke, and some even questioned 
the empirical grounds for his argument. 

In the ensuing debate, the securitising actors therefore narrowed 
down the referent object and adjusted descriptions of the threat so as 
to link the problem of hiv/aids more directly to the traditional con-
cept of security.45 Here, they pointed to the peacekeeping operations 
whose efficiency would diminish if soldiers began to suffer from the 
disease. The success of the new argument was, however, doubtful 
since most speakers continued to address the more complex conse-
quences of the spread of the hiv/aids pandemic and not only its ties 
to peacekeeping. For instance, several representatives (from France, 
Jamaica, Namibia and Ukraine) highlighted the danger that the pan-
demic posed to the economic and social security of states, and some 
(from Bangladesh, Netherlands, Tunisia, uk and Zimbabwe) extended 
this argument to the allegedly negative consequences for the political 
stability of African states and their ability to resist violence. Canada 
reiterated its long-term support for a widening security agenda and 
a more human-centric understanding of security but also recognised 
the situation’s destabilising effect on the stability and functioning of 
African societies. Argentina was more direct in its support for the draft 
resolution; it accepted that the spread of hiv/aids had a negative ef-
fect on African security by reducing the effectiveness of peacekeepers, 
and thus, their ability to stabilise conflict and post-conflict areas.  At 
the same time, speakers from other states (Netherlands, Uganda and 
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Ukraine) challenged this argument, stressing that the roots of the aids 
pandemic were more complex and linking them to issues such as pov-
erty, gender discrimination and modernisation. 

As regards suggested measures, the speakers’ opinions differed little. 
At the first unsc meeting on hiv/aids, the securitising actors gave only 
a very vague picture of what should be done about the security issue. 
They emphasised the need to tackle aids domestically through educa-
tion and awareness-raising among the population and illustrated the 
success of that approach with the example of some African states.46 
Later, as the focus shifted to the danger of aids for peacekeepers, their 
testing, education and training were the main policy initiatives sug-
gested to solve the security problem. Faced with the concerns of some 
member states about the intervention in domestic affairs, Holbrooke 
had to reject a proposal for a compulsory database about peacekeep-
ers;47 he stressed that preventive measures should not infringe on the 
sovereignty of states.48 There was relatively wide acceptance of the 
main argument about the need for a preventive training programme 
for peacekeepers to be coordinated by international bodies and oth-
er member states. Representatives from Canada, Jamaica and Ukraine 
also claimed that the unsc might help suppress the spread of aids by 
preventing and stabilising violent conflicts—that is, in line with its 
traditional security politics and without expanding its competences. 
Many representatives (from Bangladesh, France, Mali, Namibia, Tu-
nisia, Ukraine and Zimbabwe) also underscored the importance of 
better access to medical treatment and anti-aids dÂgs. Though these 
insights were not reflected in the final resolution, they showed this 
audience’s interest in discussing and politicising the problem of aids 
more generally—and not only in relation to peacekeeping and security.

We can see, thus, that the audience was not really convinced that 
hiv/aids was a security problem. The securitising actors—and Hol-
brooke and Gore in particular—tried to liken the problem’s relevance 
to that of traditional security issues by constÂcting the problem as a 
‘global challenge’ and a threat to ‘global security’ and the ‘world com-
munity’ and calling for a ‘war against aids.’49 Nevertheless, this milita-
rised language did not resonate with the audience and most speakers 
were quite cautious when describing the negative effects of the hiv/
aids pandemic. The importance of the issue was demonstrated with 
many statistics about infection rates among the African population. 
However, while the audience expressed its concern about these neg-
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ative trends, it did not accept arguments about the problem’s urgency 
and global relevance or the need to apply any possible measures, in-
cluding monitoring infection rates among international peacekeeping 
personnel.  

Securitisation Effects
After several months of intensive diplomatic negotiations and the 
mobilising of other international and un agencies, the unsc adopted 
Resolution 1308, which recognised that ‘the hiv/aids pandemic, if un-
checked, may pose a risk to stability and security.’50 The spread of the 
disease was described as a potential ‘risk to stability and security’ with 
‘a uniquely devastating impact on all sectors and levels of society’ and 
a ‘potential damaging impact […] on the health of international peace-
keeping personnel, including support personnel.’51 Since the unsc had 
agreed to support domestic policy measures to tackle the aids problem, 
the resolution encouraged member states to prevent the spread of the 
disease to military personnel by reducing the risk behaviour of peace-
keepers (through education, training, voluntary testing, counselling 
and treatment) and incorporating similar measures in the preventive 
training of un peacekeepers. Although Russia and China refused to 
take part in the discussion, the resolution was finally adopted unani-
mously without any abstentions.

The securitisation of aids had additional implications notwith-
standing research findings that subsequent un debates on aids were 
not dominated by the language of security but rather by that of de-
velopment.52 For one thing, tackling aids became an important policy 
area in the un (see, e.g., the Millennium Development Goals), bring-
ing more attention and resources to unaids. Kofi Annan included 
the unsc narrative on aids in several official reports. In the In Larger 
Freedom report, for instance, he asserted that aids was not only a pub-
lic health problem, but also a cause of social and economic instability 
since it endangers economic development and ‘weakens governance 
and security stÂctures, posing a further threat’; as such, he argued, 
it ‘demands an exceptional response.’53 It must be reiterated, however, 
that the credibility of this narrative has since been challenged, and the 
unsc’s perception of aids as a security issue has changed.54 
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Characteristics of the New Threats and  
the Reformulation of Security

While scholars and analysts broadly share a view of the changing con-
ception of security in the unsc, how is this evolution perceived by in-
siders? Do unsc members—the entities who make concrete decisions 
about issues of international peace and security—see these decisions 
as contributing to the changing understanding of peace and security? 
Do they explicitly discuss whether and why changes are made? And do 
they reflect on those changes?

In terms of the re-conception of security brought about by these 
two securitisations, our analysis shows that it was possible to expand 
the scope of threats on the unsc’s agenda so long as these threats were 
understood as credible and relevant for the unsc. For instance, the ef-
fective securitisation of terrorism was justified based on the changing 
nature of transnational terrorism and the need to address this new 
type of threat in a more complex way. In contrast, aids was not per-
ceived by this audience as a serious issue posing a direct and powerful 
threat to security. 

At the same time, the unsc continued to understand international 
peace and security, the ultimate referent object of security, in a pre-
dominantly negative way—as the absence of political violence. At-
tempts to explicitly reformulate the values that the unsc should pro-
tect were rejected by the audience, as the aids example shows. The 
unsc’s deliberations demonstrate that aids was only taken seriously 
when securitising actors reformulated the issue pragmatically as a 
threat to the economic, social and consequently political security of 
states (rather than a threat to human security), thus accommodating 
the audience’s understanding of security. 

The securitisation of terrorism was different in the sense that the 
problem was understood in a very general and expansive way, allow-
ing for speakers’ different interpretations of the referent object. While 
some used highly militarised language, others linked the problem to 
other values that should be protected—domestic political and eco-
nomic stability, freedom, democracy and so on. Arguably, while the 
reformulation of the referent object was rejected in the securitisation 
of aids, the broadening of this object became possible in the context of 
the threat of transnational terrorism.
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The inclusion of the transnational security issue on the unsc’s agen-
da also represented a challenge to the type of politics which the unsc 
typically engages in. Both the securitisation of terrorism and the less 
successful securitisation of aids led the unsc to adopt certain long-
term preventive policy measures which apply regardless of the serious-
ness ascribed to a particular threat. These policies give new powers and 
competences to transnational actors controlled by or collaborating 
with the unsc. They, thus, transform the unsc’s traditional role in the 
un as well as in international politics. Concretely, the aids case shows 
us that even where an issue is not identified as a threat to international 
peace and security, dealing with it within the unsc under security log-
ic can make a difference in several ways:  on the one hand, it may em-
power new actors and make them more credible. On the other, it can 
highlight and legitimise a particular understanding of the issue, which 
may then be constÂcted as a more serious security threat. This can lay 
the ground for a future – and perhaps more effective – securitisation. 
Nevertheless, from the aids example, we can also see that where an 
issue is ascribed limited seriousness, this may cause the unconvinced 
audience and other relevant actors (other un agencies, including the 
General Assembly and African states in the case of aids) to express 
concerns about the unsc’s expansion of its powers, assumption of the 
competences of other bodies and intervention in the domestic affairs 
of member states.55 

Generally, unsc debates focused on the nature of each particular 
threat, and thus, the question of countermeasures was not addressed 
in any complex way by either the securitising actor or the audience. 
In fact, there was no official unsc debate at all before the adoption of 
the ground-breaking Resolution 1373, which introduced many revolu-
tionary security measures. This raises serious questions about not just 
the role of backstage politics and “hidden” participants in the unsc’s 
policy-making, but also the legitimacy of these new policies and the 
unsc’s ability to reflect on the significance of the changes that it makes. 

Conclusion: Implications for the Construction of New 
Threats in the Security Council
This study has highlighted the tensions between the established se-
curity logic of unsc politics and attempts being made to address new 
problems in international politics effectively. The unsc has been 
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granted extraordinary powers so that it can deal with extraordinary 
problems, but can it adjust to the logic of new threats and risks? The 
counter-terrorist policies adopted by the unsc after 9/11 show that this 
body is, in fact, capable of reformulating the notion of security at least 
in order to accommodate potential threats to international peace and 
security; it is also able to reshape the portfolio of its countermeasures. 
In contrast, in the debate about aids, the audience explicitly expressed 
its desire to restrict the unsc’s focus to conflict management and not 
resort to any “standard measures” that could interfere with member 
states’ domestic politics. Securitisation theory would explain these de-
velopments based on the principle that it is only when an audience 
accepts an issue as an existential threat that a securitising actor is al-
lowed to resort to any necessary (let alone extraordinary) means. Since 
the unsc has a mandate to act in times of emergency, it may be argued 
that its involvement in “normal” politics is in fact even more excep-
tional than its authorisation of the use of force. In other words, prac-
tices such as the use of force, which may be exceptional from the point 
of view of member states, need not constitute exceptional practices at 
an institutional level within the un. 

Can the unsc, then, change its understanding of security so as to 
address issues that require prevention and control predominantly 
through standard measures rather than by responding with extraor-
dinary measures? The case studies examined here show that while it is 
certainly possible to change the unsc’s conception of security through 
the securitisation of new issues, there are many barriers regarding 
what can be said in the unsc context and how this may be achieved. 
Institutional language is one of these key obstacles. As has been sug-
gested, the unsc is vested with extraordinary powers in the realm of 
international politics and its scope of action is therefore restricted to 
issues of international peace and security. Its responsibility is to iden-
tify threats to international peace and security; in doing so, it may act 
under Chapter vii and resort to collective sanctions to tackle those 
threats. To include a new issue on the unsc’s agenda, a securitising 
actor must use institutional security language, or as some have termed 
it, ‘the grammar of security’ based on the un Charter.56  

Framing a topic as something other than a threat to international 
peace and security may raise serious doubts about its appropriateness 
for the agenda, and thus, about the legitimacy of the unsc’s politics. 
At the same time, this problem has a policy dimension. Since in the 
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unsc’s socio-linguistic context, the discourse of security also very di-
rectly signals the discourse of exceptional politics, recognising an issue 
as a threat to peace may cause the unsc to gradually bring the pro-
posed countermeasures into the realm of extraordinary measures and 
ultimately to authorise the use of force. While the language of “nor-
mal politics” may be seen as inappropriate in the unsc context, using 
security language opens up the Pandora’s Box of exceptional politics 
and may effectively escalate securitisation towards militarisation. This 
suggests that the unsc is ill-equipped to act other than according to 
the logic of security on which it was founded and which is anchored in 
the un Charter. The unsc’s expansion of its sphere of action through 
the securitisation of terrorism may, thus, be ascribed to its ability to 
bring together the established notion of an existential threat with new 
measures of a non-exceptional nature. The conditions for such radical 
conceptual changes do not emerge often, but this does not mean that 
they cannot occur at all.

This raises further questions about efficiency and legitimacy. By get-
ting involved in the governing of new transnational threats, the unsc 
is doing far more than authorising exceptional measures in interna-
tional politics. It is also helping to establish a particular global security 
agenda, giving voice to new actors, legitimising new security practices 
and a new logic of security governance and significantly broadening 
the policy area for its interventions in the domestic politics of member 
states. Nevertheless, the unsc continues to justify these steps by way 
of traditional security optics based on the established logic of threats 
and the language of security. Such narrow security-driven rhetoric 
may, however, be blocking a comprehensive discussion of effective 
solutions to new problems. By highlighting only their security dimen-
sion, the unsc may reinforce a misleading highly simplistic approach 
to complex issues, which, in fact, require complex solutions. There is, 
thus, a need for more in-depth discussions about not only the under-
standing of new threats, but also their appropriate solutions and the 
unsc’s role in designing them. The second challenge refers to the legit-
imacy of the unsc’s political involvement in these issues. The unsc’s 
competences are traditionally in the sphere of conflict management, 
and this has expanded to internal conflicts. Given the un principle of 
non-intervention, any broadening of unsc competences is potentially 
controversial. Acting on issues which are not even considered to be 
threats to international peace and security and designing new policies 
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and new modes of involvement in member states’ internal affairs may 
be illegitimate conduct in the eyes of some members in the long Ân. 
Therefore, unless the unsc explicitly redefines the concept of interna-
tional peace and security and its powers to maintain this sphere, it is 
unlikely to deal effectively with new issues that require new solutions.
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