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Introduction 

 

 

The end of the Cold War is still a watershed event in the history of International Relations.  

The transition from a bipolar to a unipolar system, with the United States still at its top as the only global 

superpower, has changed the balance of power and led to the dissolution of the rigid blocks of alliances 

that characterised the conflict. On the one hand, there is the intensification of certain global phenomena, 

such as climate change and economic globalisation, which transcend national borders but have a 

significant impact at the local level; on the other hand, especially after the events of 9/11, new non-state 

actors are gaining in importance, such as terrorist groups and independence movements, capable of 

generating instability and tensions both at the national and international level. 

Both macro-processes have a significant impact on the state’s security: the current international system 

is much more dynamic and fluid, in contrast to the static and balanced context of the Cold War; now the 

actors must be able to face a multiplicity of threats and a more and more complex reality in which 

different phenomena interact. The presence of new globalised actors and processes directly affects the 

development and growth of countries, thus becoming a matter of national security. The transformation 

of the global context therefore also changes the way security is conceived. Within the academic world of 

IR, since the end of the '80s, the debate has been focused on the discussion of the concept of security, 

the threats considered within it, and the subject to which it refers, leading to the birth of new schools of 

thought. In this way, an attempt is being made to break out the pattern through which national security 

issues were interpreted during the Cold War, namely based on the nuclear race and strategic deterrence.  

With the rise of Chinese power as an aspiring challenger to US hegemony, Asia has become today the 

continent most capable of altering global balances, especially considering the presence of different actors 

capable of influencing regional relations, but unable to impose itself as a single continental power. In the 

Asian context of security, it is possible to identify two main trends: on the one hand, there is the attempt 

by each state to securitise their national interests, and on the other hand, there is the desire to guarantee 

stability to foster economic growth. The challenge between Washington and Beijing in the Indo-Pacific 

theatre greatly influences the Asian security context, but it is not the only driver: regional organisations 

such as ASEAN, for instance, play a central role in maintaining regional balances. In a scenario where 

military security is extremely important, other direct threats to the regional states are present and they 

cannot be traced back to the military sphere.  

The analysis that I would like to propose with my paper concerns a particular region, that of South Asia, 

an area characterised by historical inter-state and intra-state conflicts, with which political, economic, 

social and environmental processes of both regional and global nature interact. In particular, I will focus 

on one conflict (which I will use as a case study), namely the one between China and India along the 

Himalayan border, dispute that tends to be analysed from a military and strategic point of view, but which 

also presents elements related to non-translational security.   
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The research has a twofold purpose: the first is to contribute to the study of non-traditional security as a 

fundamental element to be considered in the analysis of conflicts and the national security policy of states. 

The second is to compare this thesis with a conflict currently underway, trying to identify possible issues 

of non-traditional security and study their relationship with the traditional dimension.  

The two questions that will then guide the analysis are: 

- How has the debate on the concept of security been articulated since the end of the Cold War within 

the field of International Relations? What are the most recent academic approaches? 

- Taking into consideration the tensions between China and India along the Himalayan border, what non-

traditional security elements can be identified? How do they interact with the military dimension?  

The paper is based on the initial hypothesis that in today's international dynamics, non-traditional security 

is an essential element not only to analyse complex conflictual realities but also to identify short and long-

term processes that can influence growth and relations between states. The case study chosen is intended 

to represent this objective: the basic idea is that the study of this conflict is often articulated by exclusively 

analysing the political and military issues that characterise the relations between China and India, 

especially concerning territorial disputes. However, it is presumable to think that what influences military 

action is not only the danger of invasion by a foreign army but also the need to protect one's territory 

from threats that cannot be ascribed to the military sphere.  

The paper will be divided into three chapters: the first will be dedicated to the analysis of the Asian 

security context, with a particular focus on the South Asian region, in order to contextualize the Sino-

Indian conflict. The second chapter, instead, will initially deal with the notion of security from a 

conceptual point of view and then investigate the evolution of the concept through the most recent 

schools of thought. Particular attention will be given to studies concerning non-traditional security. 

Finally, the third chapter will deal with the analysis of the chosen case study. First, the South Asian 

context will be analysed from the point of view of non-traditional security and then, the conflict itself 

will be examined. The final chapter will show the results of the work.  
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1.  

The Asian security context 
 

 

 

1.1 The Asian security context: an overview 

 

Before analyzing the conflict between China and India along the Himalayan borders, it is necessary to 

describe its context and how it influences the relations between the two countries. Asia1 is one of the 

most dynamic regions in the world. Its relevance in terms of economic growth and political influence has 

drawn the attention of the global great powers.  However, it also hosts some of the current most strategic 

areas in the world and it is the region that most in the world presents interstate territorial disputes. The 

system of relations is characterized by strong state-centrism and particular attention is given to the respect 

of each other’s sovereignty. This widespread nationalism emerges from the need to consolidate states 

and regimes and to reinforce a particular identity2. Moreover, the economic development of the entire 

region has supported the progressive modernization of the military capabilities of the states that are 

reflected in new rivalries and growing tensions3. A peculiar characteristic of Asia is the diffusion of 

informal international organizations that have helped to increase the cooperation and the socialization of 

the countries, especially in the economic field4.  

But the complexity of Asia is more related to the pronounced heterogeneity and numerosity of the actors 

that play an active role in the region. We can first consider the regional countries. China is undoubtedly 

one of the most important actors and the one that is most influencing the regional dynamics because of 

its rise. But we cannot avoid considering the role of India, Japan, and South Korea as major players in 

the economic and political regional scenario. As it will be deepened later on, the equation cannot exclude 

the role of all the other countries, the so-called “Middle States”, and the regional organizations like the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), able to influence the regional equilibrium. Due to 

economic and security reasons, also several neighbouring countries belonging to Oceania (in particular 

Australia), the Middle East, and Europe are tightly connected to Asia and, even indirectly, influenced by 

the evolutions of the regional affairs. Crucial is also the role of Russia and the United States (US) whose 

geostrategic interests are inevitably linked to Asia. Because of this complexity, the idea of “Asia” or “Asia-

 
1 For practical reasons I will consider as “Asia” the following countries: China, Hong Kong, Japan, Mongolia, North Korea, 
South Korea, Taiwan (East Asia); Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, The Philippines, Singapore, 
Thailand, Timor-Leste, Vietnam (Southeast Asia); Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, The Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, 
Sri Lanka (South Asia); Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan (Central Asia). Division provided by 
Diplomat Risk Intelligence, «COVID-19 in Asia: A Country-By-Country Guide», thediplomat.com, 2020. 
2 Saadia M. Pekkanen, John Ravenhill, e Rosemary Foot, «The International Relations of Asia», in Oxford Handbook of the 
International Relations of Asia (Oxford University Press, 2014), 3–20, 5 
3 Ivi, 7 
4 Ivi, 8 
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Pacific” has progressively shifted to “Indo-Pacific”. Rory Medcalf in his article “Reimagining Asia: From 

Asia-Pacific to Indo-Pacific” underlines how the regional actors’ interests have shaped the image of the 

continent, moving from the idea of Asia-Pacific, “which made good sense as a framework for regional 

order”5 to the idea of “Indo-Pacific”. This label origins from the recognition of “the growing economic, 

geopolitical, and security connections between the Western Pacific and the Indian Ocean” that 

contributed to creating a unique strategic system6. This does not represent a loss of centrality of the Asian 

continent itself, but highlights the growing relevance of a “maritime Asia” because of the role that the 

Indian Ocean occupies in the international trade as one of the most trafficked economic corridors that 

link Europe, the Middle East and the Pacific Ocean through several straits7.  

Although it is hard to include in this overview all the issues that stress the intra- and inter-regional 

relations in detail, especially about security, it is possible to outline some guidelines that characterize the 

Asian security context starting from the end of the Cold War. This exercise will be useful to take a picture 

of the macro-regional security dynamics, and of the forces that rule the State’s behaviour.  

 

 

1.2 Actors and dynamics 

 

The first step is to pay attention to the history of the regional context starting from the Cold War. The 

post-colonial experience of Asian countries has significantly contributed to the rising territorial disputes. 

Later on, the logic of the Cold War influenced the regional security dynamics transforming Asia into one 

of the theatres of the conflict between the two superpowers. However, Asia maintains its indigenous 

dynamics and its local conflicts, independent from the Cold War itself. In his article “Security architecture 

in Asia: the interplay of regional and global levels”, Barry Buzan argues that on the one side, Asia has 

been influenced during and after the Cold War by the global security context and by the changes in the 

distribution of the power within the international system that moved from bipolar to unipolar, but on 

the other side, it maintained some peculiar regional dynamics that has not been overlaid by the global 

one8.  

The great economic growth that characterized the Asian countries in the 1980s and the progressive 

liberalisation of the trade favoured the interconnection among the regional powers and represented a 

source of legitimacy for the national regimes. These two processes created the necessity of a security 

regime able to guarantee stability within the region to favour trade and national development9. The 

research of stability is, even today, the base element that guides the regional countries’ action. The end 

of the Cold War and the rise of China represented two serious challenges for the regional equilibrium. 

Buzan highlights how the rise of China has caused a change in the distribution of power within the region 

 
5 Rory Medcalf, «Reimagining Asia: From Asia-Pacific to Indo-Pacific», International Relations and Asia’s Southern Tier, (2017), 
9–28, 9 
6 Ivi, 10 
7 Ivi, 11 
8 Barry Buzan, «Security architecture in Asia: the interplay of regional and global levels», The Pacific Review 16, n. 2 (2003): 
151. 
9 Ivi, 158 
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favouring a progressive convergence of two regional systems, that he identifies as Northeast Asia and 

Southeast Asia, into one unique security system, East Asia. The collapse of the USSR, instead, left the 

US already set in the region to contain the Soviet expansion, the major military power in the area. 

However, a fundamental instrument to guarantee stability in the region was the foundation of the 

ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) in 1994 that aims to insert the regional and non-regional stakeholders 

within an institutional framework to limit the chances of conflicts and enhance the regional cooperation10.  

This institutional structure has been supported by the ASEAN countries, China, India, the US, and Japan 

for two reasons: first, it allows regional powers and the US to socialize with China engaging it within an 

institutional context but also to create a credible counterbalance in case of failure. Second, it allows 

regional countries (China and India first) to prevent the US from having the possibility to interfere 

excessively in the regional affairs avoiding its military prevalence on the regional dynamics. The result has 

been the creation of an anomaly: a security system that presents three regional great powers (China, India, 

and Japan), whose status quo seems hard to change, they, however, are not able to dominate the region 

from a security point of view. The small and medium powers have anyway a relevant role in influencing 

the security equilibrium11. To summarize, after the Cold War, the Asian security context shows: a growing 

China able to influence the dynamics in East Asia but limited both by institutional rules and the necessity 

to rise peacefully without alarming the neighbouring countries; the US that still represents the first military 

power in the region but that is unable to monopolize the security dynamics; the enforcement of India’s 

and Japan’s positions as regional leaders, and the “Middle States” that have been able to bind the regional 

major powers in an institutional framework to guarantee political stability and economic development. 

Looking at the current scenario we can notice a continuity of these trends. The emergence of China as a 

regional economic and political power continues to be one of the main issues, especially considering the 

worsening of the US-China relations in the last few years. However, this cannot be considered as the only 

driver that challenges regional security and stability. The trends that characterize Asian security today 

involve all the regional countries. We can identify two macro-trends in line with the post-Cold War 

picture. On the one side, every Asian country and the regional stakeholders attempt to militarily securitize 

their interests from a possible threat, but on the other side, they aim to keep the regional stability and 

enhance the cooperation participating in the regional informal institutions. These factors have resulted 

into a progressive increase of the military activities to be able at any time to protect the countries’ core 

interests but also a stronger interdependence and collaboration to avoid conflicts and instabilities and 

support the regional development.  

From the military point of view, the first trend that can witness a progressive militarization of the relations 

among the Asian countries is the rise of the military expenditure in the region. According to the 

Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) in 2019 in Asia and Oceania, military 

expenditure increased by 4.8%12. This growth is mainly driven by China, which showed an augmentation 

of 11.16 billion US dollars between 2018 and 201913. But the same trend has been followed by South 

Korea, (+3.07 billion USD), India (+2.18 billion USD), Australia (+688 million USD), New Zealand 

 
10 Ivi, 155 
11 Ibid. 
12 Source: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, «SIPRI Yearbook 2020: Armaments, Disarmament and 
International Security, Summary», 2020 - current (2018) US dollars 
13 SIPRI estimates. Notwithstanding the values are not officials, it is possible to conclude that the augmentation of the 
Chinese expenditure between 2018 and 2019 is set around the 4.5-5%. 
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(+471 million USD), and Bangladesh (+541 million USD)14. Moreover, Central Asia recorded the highest 

augmentation of military expenditure (+16%)15 in the world, even if in absolute terms the amount is not 

so relevant. However, it is possible to identify the same trend considering a longer period. If we consider 

the period between 2010 and 2019, the military expenditure recorded relevant growth rates; in Central 

Asia, the military expenditure grew by 63%, East Asia by 58% South Asia by 41%, Southeast Asia by 

34%, and Oceania by 25%16. Another challenge has been brought by nuclear proliferation. Asia, indeed, 

has become the continent with the highest number of nuclear countries, namely China with 320 nuclear 

warheads, India 150, Pakistan 160, and (apparently) North Korea17. Finally, it is possible to witness a 

recent reinforcement of strategic alliances. The first example is the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue 

(Quad). The Quad, informally established in 2004 by the US, India, Japan, and Australia to cooperate 

against the disastrous effects of the tsunami in India and formalized in 2007 to discuss the regional 

security issues, was reaffirmed on 12th March 2021 during the very first meeting among the leaders of the 

Quad countries. According to the Statement of the White House, the alliance between the four countries 

is multidimensional and it has as objective the promotion of “a free, open rules-based order, rooted 

in international law to advance security and prosperity and counter threats to both in the Indo-Pacific 

and beyond”18. However, despite not being explicitly mentioned, the military dimension of this alliance 

is testified by the joint naval exercises in the Bay of Bengal (Malabar in November 2020 and La Perouse 

in April 2021), that also saw the participation of the French Navy, and by the declaration of the current 

US Secretary of Defense Lloyd J. Austin III19, reported by the Pentagon Press Secretary John F. Kirby, 

stating that “the efforts of the countries known as the "Quad" — the U.S., Japan, Australia and India — 

are important in countering the malign influence of China in the region”20.  

As mentioned before, the constellation of informal organizations helps to limit the rising of this 

progressive militarization. In Asia, the institutional picture presents two regional organisations, the 

ASEAN and the South Asia Association for the Regional Cooperation (SAARC), and different 

cooperation platforms among which the most relevant are the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), 

the ASEAN Plus Three and Plus Six, the ASEAN Regional Forum, and the East Asia Summit. In general, 

their three main purposes are, first, to enhance the regional development enforcing the regional economic 

cooperation; second, the maintenance of the political stability establishing a form of regional cooperation 

based on the principle of sovereignty and non-interference, and third, for the member states, to use this 

institutional framework from an utilitaristic point of view, pursuing their national interests and controlling 

the actions of the other regional players. The SCO represents a good example that combines these factors. 

The SCO was created in 2001 by China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan but 

entered into force in 2003. According to the statutory document, the organization aims “to strengthening 

mutual trust, friendship and good neighbourliness between the member states; encouraging effective 

cooperation between them […]; making joint efforts to maintain and ensure peace, security and stability 

 
14 Source: SIPRI. All the values are expressed in current (2019) US dollars. 
15 Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, «SIPRI Yearbook 2020: Armaments, Disarmament and International 
Security, Summary», 2020 - current (2018) US dollars 
16 Ibid. 
17 Source: SIPRI 
18 The White House, «Quad Leaders’ Joint Statement: “The Spirit of the Quad” » (The White House Statements and 
Release, 12th March 2021). 
19 Lloyd J. Austin III was sworn in as the 28th Secretary of Defense on 22nd January 2021 after the assignment of the US 
President Joe Biden.  
20 U.S. Department of Defence, Defense Secretary Highlights Commitment to Allies, Partners, Kirby Says, 2021  
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in the region and establishing new, democratic, just and rational international political and economic 

order”21. In 2017, the Heads of State Council granted India and Pakistan the status of member 22. 

According to Jing-Dong Yuan, in the beginning, the organization mainly reflected the security interests 

of China worried about the “three-evils” namely religious extremism, ethnic separatism, and international 

terrorism. Motivated by the goals of guaranteeing the region's stability and strengthening the relations 

with the new-born states in Central Asia and the Post-Cold War Russia, China tried to reinforce the role 

of the organization, especially after the facts of 11th September 2001 and the “coloured revolutions” in 

Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan23. Instead, the entrance of India and Pakistan can be interpreted as a combination 

of reinforcement of the cooperation in Central and South Asia, especially in counter-terrorism activities. 

This represents both the opportunity to bind China, India, and Russia together to enhance the reciprocal 

control on each other and to create a progressive interconnection to reduce the possibility of tensions in 

Central Asia and the Middle East. A crucial role in promoting regional stability after the Cold War has 

been played by the ASEAN and the related cooperation platforms. The diplomatic capacity of the 

ASEAN to provide a new institutional framework has been able to match with the US supply of security 

public goods and the growing provision of Chinese economic public goods24. The foundation of the 

ASEAN Regional Forum, the “ASEAN plus three” (ATP), the “ASEAN plus six” (APS), and the East 

Asia Summit (EAS) represents the capacity to combine the necessity of cooperation within the region, 

not exclusively in the security field, reinforcing the communication and the interdependence of the 

regional and non-regional actors. It is also to provide an effective balance against the great regional 

powers, leading them to open a dialogue within the different cooperation platforms and avoiding that 

their influence might prevail on the interests of the small and medium states. The relations between the 

ASEAN, the US and China are emblematic. According to Yates, the ASEAN “situated its “regional 

conductor25” role within reciprocal role bargains with the US vis-à-vis its “offshore great power guarantor” 

role and China vis-à-vis its emerging “responsible regional great power” role”26. The theme of regional 

political stability is again a pillar of these regional forums that present the political and security 

cooperation, especially concerning maritime disputes and counter-terrorism, as the first issue to face, as 

testified by the ASEAN Plus Three Cooperation Plan 2018-202227 and the ASEAN Regional Forum Ha 

Noi Plan of Action II 2020-202528.   

 
21 Shanghai Cooperation Organization, «Declaration on the Establishment of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization», 
2001.  
22 It worth to mention that currently the organization includes some “observer states” (Afghanistan, Belarus, Iran and 
Mongolia), the “dialogue states” (Armenia, Azerbaijan, Cambodia, Nepal, Sri Lanka and Turkey), and the “guest 
attendances” of Turkmenistan, the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), the ASEAN and the United Nations (UN). 
23 Jing-Dong Yuan, «China’s Role in Establishing and Building the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO)», Journal of 
Contemporary China 19, n. 67 (2010): 855–69. 
24 Robert Yates, «ASEAN as the ‘regional conductor’: understanding ASEAN’s role in Asia-Pacific order», The Pacific Review 
30, n. 4 (2016): 444. 
25 Yates defines “regional conductor” considering Asia-Pacific as an “orchestra” where “the great powers make up the 
different sections (brass, woodwind, percussion, strings). They possess the instruments (military hardware, economic and 
financial resources); it is they that essentially ‘make the music’. The problem of great power rivalry means that the different 
sections want the orchestra to play their own ‘score’ (vision of regional order) and thus exist in a state of competition. 
Instead, the ‘conductor’, who does not possess any instrument (lacks material capabilities), steps up to provide a ‘score’ 
(framework of norms and rules) for the orchestra to play. It is able to do so because it is acknowledged as neutral and 
competent.”. (Ivi, 458)  
26 Ivi, 456 
27 Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), «ASEAN Plus Three Cooperation Work Plan», 2018  
28 ASEAN Regional Forum, «ARF Ha Noi Plan of Action II (2020-2025) », 2020, paragraph 1.3, 1.4, 1.5, 1.6.  
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Taking as an example the “ASEAN plus three” (ATP), officially institutionalized in 1999 to enhance the 

cooperation between Asian countries after the 1997 economic crisis, including the ASEAN countries, 

China, South Korea, and Japan, it is possible to observe how it represents an important cooperation 

forum that promotes the dialogue between the regional governments. In 2005, India, Australia, and New 

Zealand joined the platform contributing to reinforcing Asian regionalism (“ASEAN plus six”). 

According to the Joint Statement on East Asian Cooperation of 1999, the platform aims “to promote 

dialogue and to deepen and consolidate collective efforts to advance mutual understanding, trust, good 

neighbourliness, and friendly relations, peace, stability and prosperity in East Asia and the world” in line 

with the international law29. The fields of cooperation are two: Economic and Social Field and Political 

Field30. Even in the case of ATP the issue of security is crucial. In the Statement, the Political Field refers 

to the relevance of security issues and the need to cooperate and increase the level of trust to maintain 

the stability of the region31. The question of regional security has become central also in a more recent 

document as the ASEAN Plus Three Cooperation Plan 2018-2022, which set the “Political and Security 

Cooperation” as the first point of the Plan32.  

To further articulate the analysis, it is necessary to include in this scenario the Chinese project of Belt and 

Road Initiative (BRI) that will be also important in the analysis of China and India relations. The project 

launched in 2013 by the Chinese President Xi Jinping is one of the great challenges to the stability of the 

region. From the practical point of view, the BRI consists in the creation of terrestrial and maritime 

commercial routes to connect China with the European continent involving Central Asia and the Middle 

East according to the logic of the “March Westward”, namely the Chinese strategy that aims to 

counterbalance the US pressures in East Asia engaging its West 33 . Notwithstanding the economic 

dimension, the BRI presents a more controversial dimension which is related to international politics and 

the role of China in Asia and the world. This project represents an expansion of the Chinese interests in 

Asia, raising the question of which is the political goal of Beijing in the region. The debate is still open 

and shows divergent positions: on the one side, the idea is that the BRI is part of the greater strategy that 

aims to challenge the US hegemony in Asia, while on the other side, it prevails the image of an attempt 

to develop a new form of cooperation in Asia based on a “win-win” approach34. Considering the constant 

that characterizes the security relation in Asia, namely the research of stability, the BRI represents a 

challenge for the regional security but also an important tool to manage peacefully the Chinese rise. On 

the one side, according to Mingjiang Li, the BRI, even if it cannot be categorized as a geopolitical strategy, 

supports one of the three Chinese core interests, namely “maintaining the steady and sustainable 

development of its economy and society”35. The author, in fact, highlights that being a core interest for 

the Chinese government, it must be also defended by external threats. Therefore, the relevance of the 

BRI requires a strategic and security policy able to protect the investments and the durability of the 

project36, which means China must be able to intervene, militarily or not, wherever its interests are 

 
29 Association of Southeast Asia Nations (ASEAN), «Joint Statement on East Asia Cooperation», November 1999  
30 Ibid.  
31 Ibid.  
32 Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), «ASEAN Plus Three Cooperation Work Plan», 2018. 
33 Flynt Leverett e Wu Bingbing, «The New Silk Road and China’s Evolving Grand Strategy», The China Journal 77 (2017): 
125 
34 Ivi, 111 
35 Wei Da, «A clear signal of ’core interests’ to the world», China Daily, 2010. 
36 Mingjiang Li, «The Belt and Road Initiative: geo-economics and Indo-Pacific security competition», International Affairs 96, 
n. 1 (2020): 178.. 
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threatened. On the other side, thanks to this initiative, China is trying to mitigate the risks of an assertive 

containment against its growing influence in the region promoting both a raison de systèm that sustains the 

transition toward a multipolar order based on a new form of governance following the logic of the 

“community of shared future for mankind” and underpin the regional multilateralism favouring the 

creation of an international social capital between the states37. In conclusion, the characteristics of the 

BRI match with the two main dynamics that influence the regional security system: from the one hand, 

the BRI represents itself as an attempt to securitize the Chinese vital interests, even if not in a traditional 

way, responding to the US pressure by guaranteeing new provisions channels, the access to new markets, 

and building stronger relations with the neighbouring countries38. From the other hand, the project, even 

if it cannot be considered as an international institution, in part has a normative nature since it aims to 

promote a new form of cooperation between the members that adhered to it acting through new 

institutions (for example the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank or AIIB) and existing institutions 

(SCO), supporting the creation of an international social capital able to influence profoundly the security 

and the development of the region39. 

 

 

1.3 Lessons from the Asia security system      

 

After a presentation of the actors and the dynamics that characterize the Asian security context, it is 

necessary to suggest some conclusions that will be helpful also to contextualize the China and India 

relations. First, it is possible to argue that when we talk about Asia we do not talk exclusively about China 

and the US. In many cases, the image that is associated with Asia is a duality based on the American 

hegemony in the military field and the Chinese hegemony in the economic field. However, according to 

the thesis of Feng Liu and Ruonan Liu, this “dualistic-order thesis reveals its inability to withstand logical 

scrutiny and its failure to capture the political realities of East Asia. By drawing a line between regional 

economy and security—two essential domains of strategic interaction—the dualistic perspective 

exaggerates both the dominance of the US in one realm and China’s overwhelming influence in the other 

realm”40. From the economic point of view, the authors sustained that despite China being one of the 

major economic powers in the region, it still does not have the position and the power to dominate the 

regional economy. Notwithstanding the weight that China has reached on the regional trade, especially 

with the ASEAN countries becoming its first commercial partner, the East Asia economies still depend 

on Japan, the US, and European countries, both in terms of exports and foreign direct investments. The 

UN Comtrade data show that on the one side, China has become the largest trading partner of the 

ASEAN countries, contributing in 2018 for the 26.26% to the total ASEAN importations and for the 

18.25% to the ASEAN exportations. On the other side, the Asian economy is still strongly dependent 

 
37 Giovanni B. Andornino, «The Belt and Road Initiative in China’s Emerging Grand Strategy of Connective Leadership», 
China & World Economy 25, n. 5 (2017): 13–16. 
38 Yong Wang, «Offensive for defensive: the belt and road initiative and China’s new grand strategy», The Pacific Review 29, n. 
3 (2016): 458. 
39 Andornino, «The Belt and Road Initiative in China’s Emerging Grand Strategy of Connective Leadership».15 
40 Feng Liu e Ruonan Liu, «China, the United States, and order transition in East Asia: An economy-security Nexus 
approach», The Pacific Review 32, n. 6 (2019): 974. 
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on the American, Japanese, and European markets. If we gather the US and the EU markets, they 

together absorb 26% of the ASEAN exports, while Japan 10.54%. Moreover, the power of the Renminbi 

is still low and its transition in Asia is still limited if compared with the Japanese Yen and the US dollar41.  

From the military point of view instead, the misleading argument is that the US, in force of its hard power, 

is the country that dominates the regional security dynamics. In terms of military power, the US is 

undoubtedly the first power in the world and no other countries seem to be able to challenge its 

hegemony in this field, at least at global level. However, even considering its superiority at global level, 

at regional level it is not possible to reach the same conclusion. Christopher Layne, in his article “The 

US–Chinese power shift and the end of the Pax Americana”, supports this thesis arguing that while at 

global level the US military hegemony is indisputable, at regional level, China “is beginning to draw level 

with the United States in regional military power in East Asia”42. Despite China cannot compete against 

the US globally, it can pursue its interests in its periphery actively and challenges the American forces. 

Beyond China and the US, there is another element to consider: the role of the Middle States. The image 

that seems to represent the equilibrium in Asia is an “everyone-against-China” situation where regional 

powers, India and Japan, and the other countries, led by the US, are creating a military counterbalance in 

Asia to face the rise of China. However, this can also be misleading, especially considering the role of the 

Middle States as marginal. As argued by Liu and Liu, “a powerful US presence in the region has stabilized 

the expectations of its allies and partners, not only by reducing the concerns and anxieties of those small 

and middle powers concerning a rising China but also by facilitating their engagement with China. 

However, it is in fact misleading to conclude that regional security and stability has solely relied on the 

United States. While the U.S. enjoys its superiority on the structural level, both China and the ASEAN 

states have played very positive roles on the processual level, making significant contributions to regional 

peace and stability”43. While the regional powers are more active in containing the Chinese expansion, 

we cannot affirm the same for the ASEAN countries and the other regional small and medium powers. 

Moreover, we cannot sustain that their security policy is totally dependent on that of the US. Of course, 

the military support of the US army is fundamental to help these countries to face the expansion of 

Chinese interests in the region, but they continue to maintain a margin of autonomy in their foreign 

policy, engaging China and trying to develop a more cooperative environment rather than to pursue a 

total balance-of-power strategy against Beijing. The element that emerges is that these countries from the 

one hand are safeguarding their interests protecting themselves militarily from a possible Chinese 

intervention exploiting the American sustainment and using this position to negotiate with China from a 

position of strength44. But, on the other hand, they are interested in developing cooperative relations with 

China to stabilize the region and favour the regional economic growth. Moreover, Liu and Liu highlight 

the fact that the interests of small and medium powers sometimes are not in line with the US’s and they 

must consider a possible American interventionism in domestic affairs as a security threat 45. The role of 

the Middle States, therefore, is crucial. In Ikenberry’s opinion, their operation of hedging between China 

and the US is fundamental for the maintenance of stability in the region. In his article “Between the Eagle 

and the Dragon: America, China, and Middle State Strategies in East Asia”, he describes the existence of 

 
41 Ivi, 974-980 
42 Christopher Layne, «The US–Chinese power shift and the end of the Pax Americana», International Affairs 94, n. 1 (2018): 
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43 Liu & Liu, «China, the United States, and order transition in East Asia: An economy-security Nexus approach», 980  
44 Ivi, 982 
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a “dual hierarchical order” with the US on the top of the military sphere and China on the top of the 

economic sphere. From the Middle States’ point of view, the most effective strategy to continue to be 

significant in regional affairs and to guarantee their security is to maintain good relations with both sides. 

He underlines that “if countries in the region look to the United States for security, they look to China 

for economic opportunity”46. The objective, in fact, is to look for the support of both parties receiving 

incentives and benefits from their leadership but at the same time avoiding that one of the two parts 

could oppress them shifting from one part to the other when it is necessary47. However, this stability can 

be maintained only if the two hierarchies remain stable, namely, the US military deterrence remains 

credible, and China keeps growing without assertiveness continuing to generate benefits for the 

neighbouring countries.  

Therefore, can we talk about a regional security order? and which type of order? One of the proposals 

that in my opinion can summarize the elements that I discussed above is the one suggested by Acharya 

in his article “Power Shift or Paradigm Shift? China’s Rise and Asia’s Emerging Security Order”. To 

describe the Asian security order, Acharya uses the concept of “Consociational Security Order” (CSO). 

He defines it as “a relationship of mutual accommodation among unequal and culturally diverse groups 

that preserve each group’s relative autonomy and prevents the hegemony of any particular group/s”48. 

This order is characterized by three features that differentiate it from the other security orders: the first 

is that within this order there is not a hegemon; the second is that, in contrast with the “concert” where 

the greater powers together manage the order excluding the small and medium ones, the CSO “has its 

basis in an elite cartel, the dominant groups work with the weaker elements to manage political order”; 

the third is that it is not based on a shared identity but on “cultural diversity, state sovereignty, and 

national autonomy”. These elements create a scenario where countries collaborate to maintain stability 

in a context in which war is not unthinkable, impeding that one power can achieve regional hegemony49. 

This picture seems to fit with the elements analysed until now. First of all, as demonstrated before, we 

cannot recognize one or more hegemon in the region, not even looking at the two main hard power 

dimensions, namely, the military and the economic ones. The US and China are the leaders respectively 

of the military and economic dimension, but they do not dominate them. Second, because of this “dual 

hierarchy” and the existence of a broad regional institutional framework, the role of the ASEAN and, in 

particular, of the small and medium powers is not negligible nor neglected. This brings the regional great 

powers to confront with the Middle States, especially in the regional institutions. Third, the concept of 

sovereignty and non-inference is a principle shared among the Asian countries that are willing to 

cooperate regionally but maintain their degree of autonomy. To conclude, considering the other points, 

this order would confirm the existence of the constant that characterizes the regional foreign policies, 

namely the research of stability in the region, and their two pillars, the regional intrinsic tendency to the 

conflict and the definition of an institutional framework to enhance cooperation. The continuous spectre 

of the war forces the countries to be ready for a likely conflict (not excluded by the CSO) but at the same 

time, the economic interdependence and the necessity to control the action of the regional great powers, 
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has brought to the constitution of an institutional framework able to mitigate the risks of a military 

dispute favouring political and military cooperation.      

 

 

1.4 South Asia: which security context?  

 

To conclude the chapter, I will present an overview of the South Asian sub-regional context that will be 

relevant for the next part of the dissertation. It is important, first, to highlight the peculiar characteristics 

of the area and the historical relations between the regional powers; second, to identify the main actors 

and their interests in South Asia; and third, to understand if the previous framework fits with the 

characteristics of the regional dynamics. Beforehand, a premise is necessary. When I talk about South 

Asia, I refer to the countries that I have mentioned at the beginning of the chapter. However, this division 

has been made exclusively for the research and for the necessity to delimitate an area to analyse. The 

countries that I have included in the category of South Asia do not act only within the region as in a close 

system but interact with other regional contexts.  

South Asia, the context in which the conflict between India and China takes place, is one of the most 

conflictual scenarios in the whole of Asia. The political and security issues that influence the relations 

between the countries contribute to the development of a context more based on rivalry than on 

cooperation, even if the latter is not absent. Two historical and political factors caused this evolution of 

the regional relations: the first one is that being a post-colonial region, its nature is intrinsically conflictual 

because of the territorial disputes that this historical condition created50; the second is the presence of a 

deep unbalance between “States” and “Nations”, a condition in which the political boundaries do not 

match with the national identification51. Both factors have contributed to the emergence of conflicts 

related to the outline of political borders and conflicts related to ethnic and religious divergences. The 

conflictual nature of the region can be confirmed by looking at the territorial disputes recorded after the 

end of World War II. Between 1945 and 2012 in Asia around 90 territorial and maritime disputes were 

recorded, thirteen of which involve South Asian countries. Eight of them are still not settled. Considering 

that the number of countries that are part of the South Asian region is eight, according to the division 

made at the beginning of the chapter, statistically, every country has or has had at least one dispute with 

another regional country52. Miller argues that the process of decolonization left a discrepancy between 

the political borders defined by the colonizing powers and the local national groups. Therefore, this 

incongruence has favoured the rise of issues that mined the stability and the integrity of the regional 

States. The conflictual consequence of these issues arises from the fact that they “are often used by a 

 
50 Barry Buzan e Ole Waever, Regions and powers: the structure of international security (Cambridge University Press, 2003), 101 
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52 Data reported by M. Taylor Fravel, «Territorial and Maritime Boundary Disputes In Asia», in Oxford Handbook of the 
International Relations of Asia (Oxford University Press, 2014), 533-536 and elaborated by the author. 
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revisionist leadership to legitimize hot conflicts, wars of aggression, diversionary wars, and 

irredentist/secessionist ventures”53.  

Looking at the main players in South Asia, not even here can we identify a hegemon able to determine 

the regional dynamics. The most influential actors are India and China but also in this case it is not 

possible to overlook the role of the US and that of the Middle States. India is historically the strongest 

regional power because of its geographical dimension and demography and its preponderant role in the 

Indian Ocean, maritime space considered as its competence area54. The necessity to maintain stability in 

a conflictual region has obliged India to maintain good relations with the regional neighbouring countries 

trying to include them in its sphere of influence promoting bilateral cooperation55 . However, the quality 

of its bilateral relations is affected by conflicts and tensions, as testified by the India and Pakistan 

relations56. But considering the domestic level, India suffers from structural problems that impede it to 

project an economic and military power in the region able to overtake that of the other actors57 . Beyond 

the internal deficiencies, the Indian influence is challenged by China. The main goal of China’s foreign 

policy in South Asia is, indeed, first, to maintain the stability of the region, and second, to contest the 

Indian power in the area58. Even in this case, the regional conflict propensity and the relevance of the 

Indian Ocean make China look at this area mainly for security and political interest. However, as 

highlighted by Freeman, the Chinese approach is not limited to the traditional security issues but includes 

a broader range of issues concerning non-traditional security. Moreover, it is trying to engage South Asia 

from a multilateral point of view using different cooperation platforms. This is testified, for example, by 

the Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar Forum for Regional Cooperation, by the role of observer in the 

SAARC, and by the involvement of South Asian countries in the BRI59. China has progressively expanded 

its economic influence on the regional states developing relevant trade relations and investing strongly in 

regional infrastructures, enforcing the leverage on the medium and small states. However, its influence is 

not strong enough to exclude that of India. The third player is the US that since the beginning of the 

Cold War has considered South Asia and the Indian Ocean a strategic area where to pursue their interests. 

During the Cold War, this region had been fundamental to implement the strategy of containment against 

the USSR while today it hosts the main commercial routes toward the Middle East, namely toward the 

source of oil provisions60. Thanks to naval base Diego Garcia situated in British Indian Ocean Territory 

in the middle of the Indian Ocean, the US are able to securitize the free maritime circulation and at the 

same time to create a deterrence to potential instability in the region 61. Moreover, the presence in 

Afghanistan after 9/11 has contributed to stabilizing the northern part of the region. According to Jing-

Dong Yuan, Russia and China agreed to the presence of the US from the anti-terrorist perspective62. 

Finally, the US is currently an observer member of the SAARC. However, the US interest in the Indian 

Ocean is also to monitor the rise of China in the region since the development of the Maritime Silk Road, 
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namely the maritime section of the BRI. The engagement of India in the Quad is also a signal that the 

US is willing to contain a possible expansion of China’s influence in the region. However, it is important 

to mention that the relations between the US and India are not so close as we can imagine. Despite the 

military and economic deficit compared to the US and China, India is trying to keep its foreign policy as 

autonomous as possible. After the collapse of the USSR, the relations between India and the US started 

to improve after the period of nonalignment and nuclear ambiguity, but still present some contrasts. The 

main issue that divides the two countries is the Indian aversion for a unipolar global order dominated by 

the US63. For two reasons: first, a unipolar global order can limit the action of India in the international 

arena, and second, that an “overweening power” can be able to impose global regimes on different sectors, 

like non-proliferation or human rights64. Despite the challenge brought by China has moved the two 

countries closer, India continues to engage the other actor in the region paying attention not to show 

itself as a close ally of the US65. As in the challenge between China and the US, even in the context of 

China-India competition in South Asia, the small and medium countries play an important role in keeping 

the equilibrium in the region. Despite their economies not being able to compete against China and India, 

their governments still want to protect their political autonomy66 . Their strategy, in fact, is based on two 

parts: on the one side, they hedge between the two powers in order to keep a sort of deterrence from 

one power’s interferences, on the other side, they try to bind them within an institutional framework. 

This, for example, is testified by the establishment of the SAARC for the will of Bangladesh in 1985. 

However, it is not comparable to other regional cooperation platforms such as the ASEAN Plus Three 

or the ASEAN Regional Forum. We have in fact to consider three elements: first, the goals of the 

organization do not include the theme of traditional security but that of non-traditional security. Second, 

the conflicts and the tensions have some repercussions on the functionality of the organization. For 

example, in 2016 India boycotted the SAARC Summit that should have been held in Islamabad after the 

Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi charged the Pakistan government with promoting terrorism. The 

regional organization that can create a base for dialogue about security is the Bay of Bengal Initiative for   

Multi-Sectoral Technical and   Economic   Cooperation (BIMSTEC)67 but its statute includes only the 

issue of transnational crime and counter-terrorism. Third, as mentioned in the previous part, these 

organizations may become an instrument to control each other rather than a platform of cooperation. 

For example, the request of China to become a member of the SAARC does not find the support of 

India because potentially it can reduce its influence on the organization. At the same time, China agreed 

to India's entrance into the SCO as long as also Pakistan joined it.  

If we try to insert this context in the security structure that I outlined above, we can notice that South 

Asia follows a similar pattern. The research of stability in the region is always the strategic goal that all 

the countries aim to achieve. The South Asian context shows the presence of the main two dynamics 

that I mentioned before: on the one side, the regional countries try to keep an effective balance to prevent 

a possible escalation of the conflicts organizing their relations in order to protect their interests. On the 
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other side, the participation of the majority of the countries in regional and macro-regional cooperation 

platforms shows the will to cooperate. However, it is important to underline that South Asia presents 

two peculiarities. This context, for example, is different from that of East Asia. The peculiarity in this 

case is that in South Asia the first dynamic seems to prevail on the second one, which, however, is not 

non-existent. According to Miller, the region presents a high degree of weak or failed states and 

secessionist groups. On the one side, some authorities are enabled to properly carry out their power on 

the territory (as in the case of Afghanistan and Sri Lanka); on the other side, national groups aim to 

separate themselves from the States in which they live (as in the case of Kashmir). The combination of 

these two factors can provoke interstate wars (between strong States) or civil wars (between weak States) 

and the wider the incongruence between states and nations, the more effect of secessionist or revisionist 

movement will threaten the stability and the integrity of the States68. The second factor that increases the 

instability and the risk of conflict is the presence of two neighbouring nuclear states, India and Pakistan, 

three including also China. On this issue, the debate is still open. For some scholars, the nuclear 

deterrence is a stabilization driver that can reduce the possibility of conflict and escalation, while for other 

scholars this is a factor that increases regional instability. According to Kapur, in the case of South Asia, 

the second scenario is more plausible. He argues that “first, nuclear weapons’ ability to shield Pakistan 

against all-out Indian retaliation and to attract international attention to Pakistan’s dispute with India, 

encouraged aggressive Pakistani behaviour. This provoked forceful Indian responses, ranging from large-

scale mobilization to limited war. Although the resulting Indo-Pakistani crises did not lead to nuclear or 

full-scale conventional conflict, such fortunate outcomes were not guaranteed and did not result primarily 

from nuclear deterrence. Second, these crises have triggered aggressive changes in India’s conventional 

military posture. Such developments may lead to future regional instability”69. 

The context that I have shown in this chapter tries to identify the dynamics that characterize the regional 

security considering the political and military dimensions, more related to the traditional security. As I 

showed there is a balance between the continuous spectre of the war and the will of cooperating to 

enhance the stability of the region and support economic development. However, Asia, in particular 

South Asia, presents another side of security. In the next chapter, I will try to analyse the concept of 

security and I will try to confront it with a current conflict, namely that between China and India along 

the Himalayan borders.  
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2.  

The concept of security: a theoretical 

framework 
 

 

 

2.1 The evolution of the concept 

 

When we talk about security, we talk about a condition that interests the existence of the individuals and 

the community. Security, indeed, stresses directly the integrity and the physical welfare of the people: the 

etymology of the word itself, se curare, indicates literally “take care of oneself”70or securitas71, namely 

“tranquillity given by absence of danger”. The connection between security and people’s life emerges 

from the fact that individuals live in a society: everyone pursues their interests, everyone owns material 

resources, and everyone interacts with each other within a system of relations that can be cooperative or 

conflictual. However, considering these three elements, the relations among the actors hide a certain level 

of uncertainty and can involve the presence of threats and the explosion of violence. Consequently, 

rational actors look for security in order to protect themselves from existing or possible dangers72. 

Moreover, Hedley Bull argues that “security” is an “elementary goal” that “all societies seek to ensure 

(…) against violence resulting in death or bodily harm” because “a constellation of persons or groups 

among whom there existed no expectation of security against violence, (…) we should hardly call a society 

at all”73. As suggested by Berki, we can affirm that individuals are “the prime source of each other’s 

insecurity”74. However, the same works for states. Indeed, they pursue their national interests, own 

resources and interact with other states. The existence of other national actors in the international arena 

is the first source of threat for the state itself75.  

The study of security as a condition through which the kingdoms and, later, the states can survive dates 

back to several centuries ago compared to the foundation of the discipline of International Relations (IR) 

in 190376. The analysis of this concept has been influenced by the historical events, by the changes of the 

international system and by the different schools of thought and the authors that, directly or indirectly, 

stress this topic. Machiavelli, Hobbes, Clausewitz, if we look at Political Realism, and Kant, Smith and 
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Cobden, if we look at the Liberal doctrine, started to discuss how to achieve security, connecting directly 

this condition to the survival of the maximum political authority. The discussion has been resumed by 

the classical traditions of the IR, namely Classical Realism and Classical Liberalism, that tried to theorize 

the condition thanks to which a state can achieve security. The two traditions agreed on the fact that the 

only event that could threaten national security was the war, but they disagreed on the consequence that 

this assumption entails: Realists consider security as derivative of power while Liberals of peace77. The 

two World Wars and the beginning of the Cold War set off the prevalence of the realist tradition on the 

Liberal thought led by the Wilsonian institutionalism78. In the same period, within the IR, two new 

branches were created: the Strategic Studies (SS) and the International Security Studies (ISS). The first 

focused the attention on the phenomenon of war, considering it as a social one79; the second, instead, 

made “security” as its “watchword” and started to debate over “how to protect the state against external 

and internal threats after the Second World War”80. Since the beginning of the debate over security, the 

attention has always been drawn on the military dimension, or in general, on the hard power. However, 

the end of the Cold War brought back scholars to discuss security. This event, indeed, represented an 

important watershed in the IR for two reasons: first, the Cold War concluded without an effective war 

between the two superpowers, and second, was the collapse of the bipolar order. Both factors challenged 

the assumptions of the Realist school refuting the idea that the national interest is driven by power and 

security and contesting the durability of the bipolar system after the dismantling of the USSR81. The 

consequence of the collapse of the rigid system of alliance that counterposed the two blocks during the 

Cold War has brought back the states in a condition of strategic autonomy but has also stimulated them 

to review their security relations at global level82. Indeed, they have been forced to move from a “static 

and unidirectional conception of the threats essentially declined in terms of interstate relations and 

territorial defence” to a “manifold and multidimensional vision of the international dynamics and the 

challenge to [international] stability”83. In other words, the states, thinking about their security, must 

consider not just new threats derived from other states, whose behaviour is no more predictable as during 

the division in the two blocks of alliances, but also new forms of threats that go beyond the typical 

military attack. Together with the collapse of the bipolar order, another element that makes rethinking 

security is the advent of globalized phenomena, like economic globalization and climate change84. These 

trends led to a progressive overlapping and melting of domestic and foreign policies: the political 

decisions, indeed, seem to occur in a “dilated, diversified, dislodged, and so denationalized”, space85. In 

the words of Rosenau, this caused a progressive process of boundary-weakening and boundary-

broadening86 where local decisions have global effects and, at the same time, international events have 

local consequences87. Even the phenomenon of war was subjected to some changes after the end of the 

Cold War. Two are the main ones: the first regards the internalization of the conflicts, more and more 
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intrastate rather than interstate; the second is the progressive change of the actors “of the war”, no more 

just the national armies, but also “irregular armed organizations” that obtain a level of competence and 

legitimacy that make them players of primary relevance88 . Moreover, we can witness other changes: the 

groups involved in the war (not just armies but also civilians), the type of war (for example cyberwars), 

and the purpose of the war (like the “Global War on Terror” against terrorism)89. As a consequence of 

this evolution, the states have been forced to rethink their approach toward the relation between war and 

security.   

The new challenges and changes that involved the conception of security brought back this theme to the 

top of the academic discussion. We can witness the diffusion of new approaches related to the studies of 

security that tried to broaden and deepen this concept90. Despite the traditionalist military vision of 

security still existing, new schools of thought, especially European ones, add themselves to the discussion, 

proposing a new analysis of the concept in relation to the new international context. The most important 

are the School of Copenhagen and the Critical Security Studies. The School of Copenhagen elaborates a 

vision based on the broadening of the concept including new sectors within the larger sphere of national 

security and on the concept of “securitization”, namely the role of the interpretation of the threats91.  The 

Critical Security Studies (CSS), instead, focus the attention on the re-elaboration of the concept of security 

itself. Founded by the School of Aberystwyth, the CSS tried to bring back the analysis on the role of 

people in relation with the state conceptualizing security in terms of emancipation92 as the origin of 

security. The innovation of these two approaches is not the loss of centrality of the state in the debate, 

but the fact that if we look at the relationship between state and people in terms of security, the first 

represented both the “major source of both threats to and security for individuals”93. Moreover, they 

introduced in the debate the idea of the subjectivity of security and the role of perceptions. A more radical 

approach was proposed by the United Nations in 1994 within the United Nations Human Development 

(UNHD) report94, namely the so-called concept of “Human Security”. Amartya Sen argues that “Human 

security is not a new idea, but it has had a remarkable revival”95. Its introduction within the Human 

Development Report helps to make emerge the fact that within the concept of “human development”, 

there is a direct relationship between the security of individuals and their well-being and freedom96.  This 

approach, indeed, focuses the analysis on “downside risks of human lives” emphasizing “elementary 

human rights” (rather than the entire range of human rights)97 moving all the spotlights on the figure of 
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the individual rather than the state that, as a consequence, becomes one of the factors that can affect the 

security of people.  

However, the results of this broadening and deepening are not exempt from criticism and problems. 

About broadening the concept of security, it is Buzan himself that, despite being a pioneer of the School 

of Copenhagen, identified some problems related to this operation: he argues, indeed, that 

notwithstanding including other dimensions together with the military one in the concept of security has 

brought benefits, this process may cause a counterproductive effect, namely an excess of securitization98. 

Or, talking about human security, the criticism moved to it refers to the difficult operability of this new 

paradigm, first, because of its lack of a precise definition, and second, because of the excessive largeness 

and vagueness of this concept99. 

 

 

2.2 What is security? 

 

If we should define security, we would not find a unique version shared by all the scholars because of the 

different dimensions that the concept involves. Some of them are:  

- freedom from danger or threat. The safety or safeguarding of (the interests of) a state (or, 

sometimes, a coalition of states) against some internal or external threat, now esp. terrorism, 

espionage, etc.; the condition of being so safeguarded100; 

- [security is] the relative freedom from harmful threats101 

- absence of threats102 

- a threat to national security is an action or sequence of events that (1) threatens drastically and 

over a relatively brief span of time to degrade the quality of life for the inhabitants of a state, or 

(2) threatens significantly to narrow the range of policy choices available to the government of a 

state or to private, nongovernmental entities (persons, groups, corporations) within the state103;  

- security in an objective sense, measures the absence of threats to acquired values, in a subjective 

sense, the absence of fear that such values will be attacked104. 

In his book “People, states & fear: an agenda for international security studies in the post-Cold War era”, 

Buzan argues that “the nature of security defies pursuit of an agreed definition”105. The word “security”, 

indeed, recalls exclusively the absolute idea of security, namely a condition where a subject is secure or 

insecure, without showing the “graded spectrum” that includes all the shades of what it concerns. Given 

that, Buzan agrees that, even if it is impossible to give a precise definition of “security”, we can easily 
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understand “the general sense of what one is talking about”, namely “the pursuit of freedom from 

threat”106. However, according to Ken Booth, even if it is not possible to elaborate a precise definition, 

we must try to do it as well as we can for practical reasons: “if we cannot name security, how can we 

hope to achieve it?”107. Considering the definitions provided above, despite their differences, it is possible 

to extrapolate some common “core elements” that characterize them. We can identify three “core 

elements”: first, the existence of a threatened subject, the existence of one or more threats, and the 

necessity of the threatened subject to escape from this or these dangers108.  

But before discussing on these three points, it is necessary to consider other elements regarding the 

general concept of security. First, security is a political matter. Despite not exhausting its entire meaning, 

security is defined as an object of politics. In the words of Kolodziej, “[p]olitics in human affairs arises 

whenever there is a difference over an outcome sought by two or more interdependent actors – individual 

humans or their agents – with respect to their disputed interests, aims, and values. (…) Security is a special 

form of politics”. Indeed, the issue of security becomes relevant when within a political dispute, one of 

the actors considers the possibility to use force, namely, to use violence or to threaten its use to pursue 

their interests. The famous sentence of General Carl Von Clausewitz, “[war] is merely the continuation 

of policy by109 other means”110, confirms, indeed, the political dimension of security. However, while all 

the security issues have a political nature, not all the political issues concern security111.   

Second, “security” and “survival” do not indicate the same condition. In the words of Booth, “[s]urvival 

is an existential condition”, namely it means “continuing to exist”112. In front of a condition of insecurity, 

to survive becomes the main objective of individuals and states. The author, indeed, wants to highlight 

that survive does not correspond to a condition of security. He argues that it is possible to survive even 

in a condition of total insecurity, as demonstrated by the example of some European countries, that even 

if they were defeated, invaded and deprived of their sovereignty during World War II, they still exist 

today. This is valid also for the individuals: some of the interned of the concentration camps, despite 

living in a condition of total uncertainty, were able to survive. That is because the more the threats create 

a condition of insecurity, the more they will determine the life of people and states. The greater the 

insecurity, the greater the relevance of survival will be. Security, indeed, is a “survival-plus”, namely a 

condition that allows individuals and groups to live a dignified life and to pursue political and social 

ambitions. So, security is more related to life quality than life itself. Booth compares security to the 

“freedom from life-determining threats, and therefore space to make choices”113. This is also supported 

by Thomas Hobbes that underlines that “[b]y safety one should understand not mere survival in any 
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condition, but a happy life so far as that is possible”114. However, it is difficult to exclude a direct 

connection between the two concepts: if security means “absence from threats”, it is more probable that 

in this condition states and individuals would be able to survive. So, when we talk about security, we do 

not mean survival, but a condition thanks to which states and people can survive and, at the same time, 

maintain a certain quality of life and a certain freedom of choice.  

The third element is that security is also subjective. Considering the second part of the definition provided 

by Wolfer, we can notice that security concerns not only the material threats but also the perception that 

actors have about their condition and other actors’ behaviour. The perception of the threat becomes, 

indeed, the variable element that can change from state to state or from individual to individual115. This 

idea mainly follows the constructivist line of thinking intending “security” as a concept socially built, 

subjective and not-objectively determined116. In this case, the term “securitization” refers to the reaction 

of the political actor (securitizing actor) to a certain threat and the relative responses117. The word 

“security”, indeed, has a great impact on determining the policies that the state must follow: the 

association between one issue and the word “security”, puts this issue in a position of priority compared 

to the others and so influences the consequential actions regarding this issue. In other words, to define 

something as a security question not only increases its relevance but acts also as an agenda-setter, namely 

it requires immediately the implementation of a certain type of policy toward this issue118. Being a 

subjective interpretation, this could be wrong. It may be possible that a political decision-maker 

underestimates or overestimates a certain threat negatively influencing the elaboration of the 

consequential policies. This can lead to two scenarios: a state feels safe when it is not (underestimation 

of the threat) or it feels insecure when actually it is (overestimation of the threat)119. 

The fourth is the role of values in defining security. Recalling again the definition of Wolfers, he 

underlines that security regards the absence of threats for acquired values and the absence of fear that 

these values can be threatened. In his article, “The concept of security”, Baldwin proposes again this 

analysis sustaining that for both individuals and states, security can be considered as a value. However, 

this is not the only one: for the former, they could be physical integrity, economic welfare, and autonomy, 

while for the ladder they could be territorial integrity, sovereignty, and political independence. Therefore, 

the question that Baldwin proposes is how important security is in comparison to the other values and 

which values individuals and states are willing to sacrifice for security120. He defines three possible 

approaches: the prime value approach, the core value approach, and the marginal value approach. The 

prime value approach is strictly connected to the logic proposed by Booth analysing the difference 

between survival and security. Security, in this case, is viewed as the primary goal to achieve and the 

necessary one that allows the enjoyment of the other values. So, in every situation, security dominates 

the other values and justifies the allocation of all the resources to protect this value. The core value 

approach still considers security as one of the most important values but not the only one to pursue. In 

the same way as the primary value approach, it justifies the allocation of all the resources for all the core 
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values121. The marginal value approach, instead, considers the law of the diminishing marginal utility 

applied to security (similarly with the other values). This approach considers that a minimum “amount” 

of security is necessary but just as other values like, such as potable water, clean air, and the other values 

that are related to survival. Moreover, “the value of an increment of national security to a country will 

vary from one country to another and from one historical context to another”122.  

 

 

2.3 The subjects of security: the state and the individual     

 

After these premises, it is time to go into the details of the analysis of the concept of security. I decided 

to do it starting from the three questions that I have mentioned before: who the subject of security is, 

which are the security threats, and how the subject can escape these threats.  

As I mentioned in the first part of the chapter, when we talk about security, we talk about a condition 

directly related to the people’s existence, something that allows individuals to survive while maintaining 

a certain quality of life. However, the security of the individuals cannot be totally separated from the 

influence that the state has on the people’s life. The security of the one is fundamental for the security of 

the other. The interdependence between the state and the society can be interpreted in two ways: the one 

that sees the state just as the sum of the individual’s consent to be governed (minimal state), and the one 

that, instead, sees the state as a third actor, fundamental for the security of the community in an anarchical 

environment (maximal state)123. In the first case, the focus relies on the figure of the individual and the 

state’s security depends on that of the citizens, while in the second case, the state is the relevant actor 

able to guarantee security and its actions are not linked to the people’s needs and will. The debate on the 

relations between state and individual emerged in the seventeenth century when the idea of the existence 

of a social contract between the individual and the state became widespread, and that theory was 

discussed within the field of the political sciences. The position regarding the minimal state was sustained 

by the illuminist John Locke in his text “Two Treaties of Government” written in 1689 arguing that in a 

state of nature, people are not subjected to another authority unless they spontaneously confer to 

someone the right to dominate and be sovereign124. The opposite view, instead, can be identified in the 

idea of Thomas Hobbes that considers the state of nature as a condition of bellum omnium contra omnes, 

where people, guided by their egoistic nature, live in a state of war all against all. The state, in this case, 

is considered the only actor able to protect people that, conceding to it all the powers, receive in exchange 

the security from internal and external threats125.  

Therefore, both individual and state can be considered the subject of security. However, depending on 

which subject we decide to choose, the results of the analysis inevitably change. The level of analysis, 
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indeed, influences the point of view from which it is necessary to look at security. In this research, 

according to its purposes, the focus will be on the “national security”, and so on the figure of the state 

as the referent of security. But to better understand the state’s security, it is necessary to make an overview 

of what individual security is and which its key elements are.  

By doing that, we must consider individual security in two different ways: through its strict sense and put 

in relation with that of the state. The traditional approaches identify the external threats as the main 

danger for people’s life. The capacity of the state to protect the integrity of the territory, therefore, is 

considered as the condition thanks to which people can be considered safe. However, in some cases, the 

external attacks do not represent the main source of threat for the individual’s life. The idea of the Human 

Security is that there are situations in which people’s safety is not dependent on the territorial integrity 

but on daily life threats, like poverty, economic crisis, terrorism, civil wars, diseases, or a mix of them126. 

To these threats, we must add those created by the state itself. Buzan, indeed, identifies four categories 

of state-provided threats: those arising from domestic law-making and enforcement, that concern 

unjustified penalties, miscarried justice against criminal activities, lack of environmental laws against 

pollution, and so on; those arising from direct administrative or political action by the state against 

individuals or groups, like persecutions or expropriation made by bureaucratic institutions; those arising 

from the struggle over control of the state machinery, like in the cases where the public structure does 

not guarantee a pacific or stable transition of power causing political instability and domestic tensions; 

and those arising from the state’s external security policy, namely the risks that people face when the state 

is dealing with an external threat. This last case considers war but also nuclear proliferation and military 

deterrence127. All these threats, of course, are more plausible in some cases rather than others: in presence 

of a fragile or failed state they are more frequent since the state’s structure is unable to look after its basic 

functions because of a possible lack of authority, lack of legitimacy, or lack of capacity128. Newman 

suggests a definition that summarizes all these issues: he defines “human security” as a condition of 

“freedom from fear”, namely when the individual is safe from physical violence, conflicts, and 

deportation, and “freedom from want”, namely freedom from mistreatment and oppression determined 

by a condition of underdevelopment, poverty, illiteracy, and environmental degradation129. Finally, it is 

necessary to underline that human security issues can represent an external threat for the state. The danger 

can come from the state’s proximity to unstable areas with the risk of the domestic problems spilling 

over neighbouring countries and relapse on the internal stability. For example, poverty, civil wars or 

environmental degradation can cause migrations, radical movements can influence some communities 

enforcing their extremism, transnational criminal activities can affect people’s quality of life, and so on.  

Coming back to national security, the focus cannot be but on the state. The word “state”, such as 

“security”, is a debated concept. Indeed, we cannot find either a unique definition nor a shared 

conceptualization. However, it is possible to identify three core elements that we can use to describe what 

the state is and how these three core elements are connected with security issues. The three elements are 

the physical base of the state, the state institutions, and the idea of the state. Within the conception of 

state, they are bound to each other and interdependent, but one dimension can be sacrificed to protect 

the other two. The physical base of the state is represented by the population and the territory with all its 

resources and man-made wealth. This is the concrete element of the state and it is the only one that does 

not change among different states. However, looking at the territory, this is not something that belongs 
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to the state by nature, but it belongs to it because of its capability to hold it and use it for its purpose and 

from the recognition of its ownership by the other states. A possible threat to the territory, like a military 

invasion, represents itself a threat to the property of the state, contesting its ownership. Moreover, the 

population must be considered as a fundamental part of the state, not exclusively that living within the 

boundaries but also the communities situated in other countries. Indeed, an attack on these groups can 

be considered an attack on the state for all intents and purposes130. The idea of the state, instead, 

represents the abstract pillar, difficult to define but fundamental for the survival of the state. The idea is 

composed of the “nation” and the “ideology”. Both are extremely difficult to circumscribe but they 

cannot be excluded from the analysis. The nation is usually defined as “large group of people sharing the 

same cultural, and possibly the same ethnic and racial, heritage”131. The correspondence between the state 

boundaries and the national groups influences the stability and the structure of the state that can be 

defined as a “nation-state” when is the nation that gives life to the state or a “state-nation” when it is the 

state that by defining the boundaries creates the nation. However, as we noticed in the previous chapter, 

there are cases where these two elements do not correspond and this difference can represent a relevant 

threat to the existence of the state. It is the case of the nation divided in two states or the presence of 

two or more nations within a single state. The ideology, instead, is more related to the organization of 

the state. It defines not just the ends of the state’s life but also the means to achieve them. By doing that, 

the ideology influences the structures of the state and, as a consequence, how it is run by the 

government132 . Finally, the institutions of the state are represented by the government machinery, 

including the executives, legislative, administrative, and judicial bodies, and the laws, procedures, and 

norms by which they operate. These elements are a concrete part of the state machinery but work through 

its idea: without the idea, the institutions are pointless but without the institutions, the idea will never be 

materialized133.  

Trying to place these three pillars side by side with national security, we can notice that they have different 

relations with this condition, and they can influence or be influenced by the integrity of the others. The 

physical base is the easiest to analyse. Its security depends essentially on the integrity of the territory and 

of the population. However, in some cases, territory and people can be sacrificed to protect the other 

two pillars. The idea of the state, instead, is a more vulnerable concept if related to that of security. Being 

an intangible element, it is difficult to find an effective way to protect it. The survival of the idea, therefore, 

depends on the legitimacy and the support that it has among the population and the institutions. If the 

idea is able to be resilient and flexible enough to resist the domestic and external changes, it does not 

matter which type of idea it is, because it will survive. On the contrary, if it is not able to adapt itself to 

the national and international transformations, its defence will result extremely expensive and it could 

lead to the collapse of the state134. Finally, the institutions are positioned in the middle between the 

physical base and the idea. On the one side, they can be exposed to physical attack, both by internal and 

external threats, on the other side, the loss of legitimacy can provoke their fall. Most of the time, 

institutions and ideas fell together dragged by the failure of the other135. To protect themselves from these 

threats, the institutions, in particular the government, can take advantage of the possibility to use the 

force both to protect them from foreign interferences and internal dissent, by considering these pressures 

as a matter of national security.  
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By combining these three elements together with existing cases, it is possible to notice the presence of 

several scenarios in which every dimension is related to the others according to their peculiar 

characteristics. That is why when we talk about national security, we cannot talk about one single model 

of state and one single threat. A usual categorization based on the different combinations divides the 

states into “strong states” and “weak states”: the former are the category of states in which the idea and 

the institutions are solid and stable and the threats are mainly from outside the boundaries and related to 

the physical part; the latter, instead, show unstable institutions and ideas that are weak or even non-

existent in which it is difficult to identify one single referent of security and where the territory is delimited 

only because is internationally recognized but it could not be considered as the object of security. In 

conclusion, the concept of national security cannot be the same for everyone and sometimes, as in the 

case of “weak states”, it is not possible to talk about it. So, it is necessary to consider the characteristics 

of the state before analysing its national security and the consequential threats.  

 

 

2.4 National security threats: the new challenges  

 

Once the subject of security has been analysed, it is necessary to discuss which are the threats for the 

state, considering the three pillars mentioned before. Until the end of the Cold War, the studies related 

to national security focused the attention on the military dimension of security. The two World Wars and 

the conflict between the two superpowers, indeed, showed the importance of protecting the country 

from military invasions or nuclear attacks giving the military dimension the maximum priority. From a 

state point of view, the military threat is the only one that is able to damage or destroy all three 

components of the state. This type of threat is relevant because it entails the use of force affecting the 

relations among countries and the domestic equilibrium136. The military capacity, indeed, determines the 

capacity of a state to protect itself from external military attacks and the ability to react to it. This capacity 

is something that states cannot exclude, especially considering the fact that they live in an anarchical 

international system where the phenomenon of war, interpreted as the conflict among states, can always 

be possible. Looking at the contemporary world, war appears more and more like an improbable 

phenomenon, but cannot be considered impossible. Coker sustains that war, especially between great 

powers, has seen its costs rise in terms of benefits because of the complexity of the contemporary world. 

However, “complexity does not negate the logic of great power conflict, it merely complicates it”137. In 

this line of reasoning, we can also insert the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction like nuclear 

weapons, biological weapons, chemical weapons, biological weapons, and radiological weapons: even if 

their usage is improbable because of their potential capability to cause much more serious damage than 

conventional weapons, they still represent a possible threat from which the state must be protected138. 

Moreover, even considering the decline of interstate wars in the twentieth century (in 2021 just two 
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conflicts have been recorded, between India and Pakistan and between Armenia and Azerbaijan139) there 

is no possibility to exclude the military instrument from the list of the major threats for the state’s life140.  

However, national security cannot be summarized as military security. This concept includes a broader 

range of threats that - as the military ones - are able to endanger the basis of the state. In this case, when 

we used to talk about threats not ascribable to the military category, we used to talk about “non-traditional 

security”. This concept has become more and more discussed since the Eighties in the field of Security 

Studies and IR but it started to occupy the academic debate on security in the early Nineties, just in the 

last years of the Cold War. It is necessary to highlight that this does not mean that these kinds of threats 

did not exist before that period, but the relevance that they started to have after the end of the conflict 

in the field of national security, especially after the acceleration and the expansion of certain phenomena 

like globalization and climate change, has been no more neglectable. Moreover, while some sectors gained 

relevance, new areas have been added to the concept of national security, like cyberspace and space. 

There is not a shared classification of all the non-traditional threats, but we can divide them into non-

military security (the economic security, energetic security, environmental security, cybersecurity, political 

security, health security, and social security) and security against non-states actors (terrorism, international 

crime, migration, and insurgence). Already from the macro-categories, it is possible to understand that 

all these dimensions are connected and interdependent, in some cases also with the military sphere, while 

in other cases completely separated. However, they are all related to the security and the survival of the 

state. Before describing all these dimensions, it is necessary to mention that in the following part just 

some of the major non-traditional threats that are more commonly taken into consideration will be 

described because of obvious space issues.  

The first dimension is economic security. Economic security has always been part of national security: 

the capacity to create wealth has always been related to the power of the state and in general, is considered 

part of the “hard power”141. But the role of economic security has been even more important since that 

economic policy has become an instrument of the state to pursue its interests in the international arena 

potentially damaging the other states. This, of course, is not a recent trend: already during the British 

Empire, the monarchy took advantage of its economic power to pursue its national interest through its 

economic policy142. Economic security can be divided into two different parts: the one related to the 

domestic economy and the other one related to the international economy. From the national point of 

view, phenomena like poverty, famine, or economic crisis have a devastating effect on people’s lives but 

also on the structure of the state. Economic crisis, for example, can affect the stability and the legitimacy 

of a regime, or poverty and hunger can instead fuel the violence against the ruling class143. On the other 

hand, economic policy can become a weapon for all intents and purposes looking at international level. 

One of the most common instruments is trade policy. This tool can take two forms: as an inducement 

or as coercive. Indeed, it can be used as a way to give advantages or to damage the other state’s economy, 

like in the case of the oil exporter countries blocking the supply or changing the price144. Other tools that 

are becoming more and more relevant are foreign investments. Today, they represent 90% of the 

monetary flows from one country to another. However, the main issue is about the fact that the states 
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own the majority of the foreign investment shares. Not all the investments are made to damage or control 

part of the other state’s economy, but, in the words of Ashley Thomas Lenihan, “may be employed as a 

means to increase a state’s relative economic power, even when their investments are generally made on 

the basis of economic, market-driven, logic”.145The countries, being sovereign entities, can move financial 

resources toward state wealth funds according to their geopolitical goals or to their advance knowledge 

about the future geopolitical events, creating a market advantage146. In terms of security, the foreign 

investments are not so evident and their effect on the market can be seen in a longer period. However, 

toward this tool, states can gain more influences in the foreign strategic industries, or in general, influence 

the other state’s foreign policy147. Related to these two instruments, there are economic sanctions that 

can vary om the base of the market size and the global market shares of the sanctioned country, and they 

are often connected with political issues. Most of the time, the sanctions are based on trade restrictions 

able to interrupt the regular flows of fundamental goods necessary to the country’s development or, 

rather, survival. Finally, another tool can be monetary policy. There are three basic transmission channels 

through which states can translate monetary policy tools into geopolitical influence: the global footprint 

of a country’s currency, the ability to raise funds at low cost, and the ability to impact another country’s 

borrowing costs148. However, this power is strictly connected to the power of the country, not everyone 

has it. So, the possibility to suffer the monetary influence of foreign countries can affect the state 

monetary policy and damage the domestic economy.  

The second dimension is energetic and resources security. Energy and resources are fundamental to the 

development of the state and for its capacity to sustain military power. However, the concept of energy 

and resources security does not present a univocal definition: in general, we can talk about a situation 

where a state is able to guarantee the availability of the energetic resources diversifying the sources and 

building the necessary infrastructures, to guarantee access to the energetic services to the citizens also in 

terms of prices, to increase the efficiency of the energetic system, and to protect the natural resources 

and the line of provision for the future generations149. Considering these elements, we can notice that the 

energetic security is a twine of different interests: the political and military aspects that regard the 

international relations of the state and the capability to support the pursuit of the national interests; the 

economic aspects that are connected to the capability to create wealth and sustain the technological and 

economic development; the socio-environmental aspects, instead, regard the capability to guarantee long-

term exploitation of the resources avoiding uncontrolled access to them150. Therefore, there is a possible 

threat relatively to each aspect. Considering the short-term threats, we can find natural, political, and 

economic risks: the natural risks concern all the natural events able to block or damage the line of access 

to the energetic resources, like earthquakes or floods that can destroy pipelines or domestic 

infrastructures; the political risks, instead, concern the domestic instability, military conflicts, and terrorist 

attacks that can physically damage the resources and the infrastructures but also the tactical usage of the 

resources by the supplier countries to put political pressures; finally, the economic risks concern the total 

dependence of the state on one single energetic source both as a producer and consumer. In this case, 

the dependence binds the states to the trend of the resource availability and cost, making the entire 

economy vulnerable to the trend of the global demand and supply. The long-term threats, instead, are 

more related to the progressive depletion of resources, technological limits, or an excess of global demand 
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that could not match with the global supply 151 . One of the big issues of energetic security is the 

militarization of resources. In some cases, the state can decide to use its military force to secure its 

infrastructure, energetic sources, and line of provision embittering the relations with other states. These 

kinds of tensions, on the one side, can generate conflicts among producers, between consumers and 

producers, or among consumers for their access to the energetic resources, while, on the other side, these 

tensions can affect third countries even if not directly involved in the conflict152. Because of the rise of 

new industrial powers, which means higher global demand, and the progressive reductions of non-

renewable resources, these kinds of scenarios can get more and more plausible.  

Environmental security is highly related to energetic security. The debate on this kind of security is 

relatively recent: the theme of scarcity of resources emerged during the Cold War at the beginning of the 

1970s and then at the end of the 1980s as an issue that could change the equilibrium in the conflict. 

During the 1970s, the oil crisis underlined the importance of access to energy resources and the necessity 

to link the depletion of the resources with the military dimension153. In the post-Cold War era, even in 

the academic area, a more and more clear and defined relation between resources scarcity and conflict 

emerged in a determinant way154. However, when we talk about environmental security, we do not talk 

only about resource scarcity but also about environmental disasters and the effects of climate change. All 

these factors have a significant impact on the economic activities and the socio-political conditions of 

the states. The climate changes, as demonstrated by the almost totality of the scholars, are representing a 

great threat for the states becoming an issue of survival for some of them: in 2002, for example, the 

Prime Minister of Tuvalu, Saufatu Sopoanga at the World Summit on Sustainable Development, 

emphasized the importance of a global response to this phenomenon because it represented a vital threat 

to his country because of the sea level rise155. The problem that emerged from the climate changes is that 

they make uncertain and unstable the process of adaptation of the state’s socio-economic structure to 

the environmental changes, showing failures in political and social security. One example is agriculture: 

increasing temperatures, rain irregularity, and natural disasters can drastically affect the productivity of 

the fields putting in danger local people’s life causing food insecurity, famine, and poverty with 

consequential socio-political instability. The challenge for the local communities is to find a solution to 

the problem according to their capabilities that in some cases are economically and technically limited. 

Considering the relation between climate change and national security, the European Parliament and the 

European Commission published a list of possible threats originating from climate change: 1) conflicts 

linked to the depletion of resources as soil and water, 2) economic damages related to the natural disasters, 

3) losses of territory due to the water level rising, 4) migration due to natural disasters and poverty, 5) 

fragility and radicalization that affect the stability of the weaker states, 6) increasing tensions on the 

energetic provisions, and 7) difficulties in organizing international counter-measures due to the effect of 

the previous points on the interstate relations156. Finally, it is necessary to consider the transnational 

dimension of the phenomenon. As cited in the first part of the chapter, the effects of the climate changes 

do not respect the national borders: they represent a global challenge that states alone are not able to face. 

Considering their consequences as a national security threat, the main issue is that a single state can only 

try to adapt itself to the environmental changes, but it cannot fight them alone. Moreover, requiring 

global coordination and collaboration, the necessity of the establishment of global governance able to 
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face these problems can represent a great barrier to the achievement of the goal, leaving some states at 

the mercy of natural disasters and resource scarcity.  

The political and social security represents a fundamental point for the defence of the idea and institutions 

of the state. The risks, in this case, can derive from internal or external threats. The fact that I decided to 

integrate these two types of security together is because society and political system are difficult to 

disentangle157 . The main threats are represented by increasing pressure on the central government 

through attempts to overthrow it, secessionist and revolutionary movements, challenges to the state’s 

ideology and legitimacy, threats to the national identity, lack of international recognition, and threats to 

the values, culture, traditions, and language of the society 158 . In general, these threats can emerge 

spontaneously, as in the case of national secessionism, or are intentionally elaborated and implemented 

by other countries or national groups attracted by a foreign alternative159. Moreover, there are cases where 

the political organization of the country is itself a threat to the political organization of other countries. 

An example can be the relation between India and Pakistan. India is a federal country with a secularized 

political system that has based its existence on the capacity of keeping all the nations and religions within 

the borders for reasons of national security. Pakistan, instead, was born on the principle of Islamic unity 

and defines the state’s borders on religious elements. The two systems, in this case, collide and make the 

Indian political system a vital threat to Pakistan’s raison d'être. So, talking about political and social security, 

we consider the security of the state structure and the idea of the state. However, we must consider two 

aspects of these threats: first, the intensity of the threats and so the fact that these can be identified as a 

matter of national security depending on the strength of the state’s socio-political system (a strong state 

or a weak state); second, in some cases, these threats can involve the intervention of military forces both 

from foreign countries and from the national government itself160.  

A more and more relevant sector in current international relations is cyberspace. Cybersecurity cannot 

be excluded from the national security context. David Clark, in his text “Characterizing Cyberspace: Past, 

Present and Future”, defines cyberspace including in the definition the people who participate, the 

information that is stored, transmitted, and transformed within it, the logical building blocks that make 

it up (like software and applications), and finally the physical foundations that support the logical 

elements161. So, we refer both to a physical and digital space. The diffusion of the ICT has brought a lot 

of benefits to the states also in terms of development, but also generated a serious threat to national 

security. Nowadays, communication infrastructures are critical infrastructures because their functioning 

is fundamental for the operability of the others. Their collapse would represent serious damage to the 

entire infrastructural system. The military sector, of course, can be damaged by cyberattacks, for example, 

intercepting conversations, hacking military databases, or directly putting out of commission some 

military ICTs. Then, there are all the other targets: the banking and financial system, the business sector, 

the media, the energetic system, the public administration, transportation, emergency services, and so 

on162. So, the challenge of cybersecurity is that it involves several stakeholders including the government, 

businesses, agencies, and civil society (if we look at the data that are shared every day about habits and 

likes) and several threats against the stability of a state. In some cases, cyberspace has been considered as 

“territory” on which countries carry out their sovereignty: China, for example, has publicly declared its 

cyberspace as a sovereign space and the protection of its “boundaries” must be respected and protected 
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by the interferences of the other actors for national security reasons163. The relevance of cyberspace has 

made it the main target during or before a military conflict. The so-called cyber-warfare is, indeed, a 

solution for weaker states during “asymmetric conflicts” to indirectly hit the basic infrastructure of the 

other states. However, it is necessary to mention that the impact of this type of warfare is limited. Only 

a massive cyberattack can really damage the entire national cyberspace and in this case, it would be easy 

to track the author of the attack. However, the necessity of solid cybersecurity is fundamental to manage 

attacks of a minor entity and protect the country from greater interferences164.  

Finally, an important part of national security is health security. After the spread of the Sars-Cov-2 around 

the world, this sector has increased its relevance in the state’s policies. However, already after the end of 

the Cold War, health security has become relevant: cases like Sars, HIV, and Ebola have alarmed the 

national governments and have led to the recognition of those phenomena as national security threats. 

The diffusion of new diseases and viruses around the world has different causes: first, globalization. 

People and goods move all around the globe bringing new viruses from other countries. International 

transports, especially shipping transports, represent a perfect vector for the transmission of diseases 

through little animals or food. Finally, migrants (also from developed countries) can potentially transmit 

new diseases to places where they do not exist yet. Second, climate change and anthropological activities. 

The increasing temperatures have made tropical insects and diseases more common and resilient in the 

areas where the temperature was more temperate, and pollution and rubbish have increased the diffusion 

of infections. However, also progressive urbanization has favoured the gathering of people in large cities 

that often show degraded areas where the level of sanitation is very poor. Moreover, the contact between 

rural and urban areas can bring new viruses and bacteria to the large cities. Third, cultural reasons. The 

globalization of living habits has also favoured the spread of unhealthy ways of life and the adoption of 

harmful practices imported by other countries165. Connecting health with security, it is possible to notice 

that in this relation the individual dimensions and the national one are included. Health security strongly 

concerns individual life: this factor, indeed, is part of the doctrine of Human Security and its absence 

represents a serious threat to people’s safety. But health security has been included also in a traditional 

security line of reasoning. The damages created by an epidemy, or other forms of diffused diseases can 

seriously produce, beyond the human victims, economic recession, government instability, migrations, 

and risk of military weakening166. However, some scholars sustain the idea that health is a sector hard to 

securitize and this can lead to unwilled results. Elbe, Kamradt-Scott, Peterson, and Zelikow sustain that 

“[f]irst, using security language to draw attention to health problems locates solutions within the military 

and other security institutions of the state. This can lead to the erosion of basic human rights, lack of 

support for public health programs, loss of medical and public health authority, and inappropriate and 

ineffective health policies. Second, the logic of defence against security threats may undermine efforts to 

prevent and control the spread of IDs. Encouraging international efforts by highlighting narrowly self-

interested reasons for developed states to share the health burden in the developing world implies that 

health is less important than security and relieves the West of a moral obligation to help developing 

nations”167.  
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2.5 National security threats: the new actors 

 

Beyond the existence of new threats of different nature, there are also new dangers for the national 

security deriving from new non-state actors that from this point of view are playing an important role in 

the international arena. Terrorism represents one of the most relevant threats after the Cold War, 

especially after the events of 9/11. The threat of terrorism is based on the use of violence for political 

purposes conducted by an organization or a particular subnational group that aims to cause psychological 

repercussions not just on the immediate victims (that most of the time are civilians) but on a broader 

target168.  The effect of a terrorist attack can be different according to the struck objective: it can be 

psychological (fearing people to do something), economic, political, military, or direct to ethno-nationalist 

groups, single-issue groups, and religious groups169. From the national security point of view, all these 

events generate a repercussion on the state’s integrity and stability. Being a transnational issue, terrorism 

has benefited from globalization and technology development in the field of communication to enlarge 

its range of action, becoming a global issue and a threat for all states. Moreover, the Internet and the 

cyberspace have become a fertile ground for cyberattacks toward companies or other state institutions 

and the danger that some terrorist groups could take possession of weapons of mass destruction cannot 

be neglected. One of the main issues facing terrorism is difficult to face militarily: in many cases, military 

measures can result ineffective or inappropriate considering the entity of the attack. Often the 

countermeasures are taken at intelligence level and with the intervention of other states’ agencies170.   

Another threat is brought by international crime organizations. According to Donald Cressey, this label 

includes all the organizations that have a highly centralized and hierarchical internal structure, are 

characterized by ethnocultural bonds, and that operate at international level to gain profits and power171. 

On the question whether international crime can be considered a threat to national security, the debate 

is still open: Neorealists, for example, do not consider it as a danger for the state since it is not a military 

issue. However, some doctrines consider international crime organizations as a matter of national security 

considering the threat that this can bring to national political systems and to the international political 

system172. To operate, these types of organizations need to control territories and resources that escape 

from the direct control of the state, to use violence to gain or maintain power over them, and to provide 

a credible deterrence toward the threat of the use of violence in case of disobedience. So, these factors 

challenge the power of the state’s institutions controlling territory and the use of force173.  The activities 

of criminal organizations can be varying: they can include illicit goods traffic (forbidden goods, stolen 

goods, or forged goods), crimes linked to people movement (human traffic and exploitation), and 

cybercrimes174. Again, all these activities have been favoured by the globalization process that has made 

the transfer of people and goods easier, making crime activities more and more global. As in the case of 

terrorism, international crime is difficult to fight toward the military tool: often the state can indeed 

organize the action of the military and paramilitary forces against criminal organizations, but it becomes 
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difficult in cases of high corruption or criminal infiltrations in the state institutions175. However, it is 

important to mention that criminal organizations can play an important role in case of conflict: they can 

provide political violence on the interested territories obtaining immediate advantages, play a relevant 

role in the phase of stabilization after the conflict, and can work with the national institutions at the 

moments when they do not have the complete capacity to operate on the territory176.    

To conclude, it is important to mention the role of insurgents and revolutionaries that aim to change, the 

first, the relations between rulers and ruled, and the second, the entire social and political order. 

Considering the pillars of national institutions and the state’s idea, these can represent a serious threat to 

the stability of the government and the entire political system177. Indeed, both cases often see the 

intervention of the military forces organized by the current government to block insurrections. Finally, 

the role of immigrants. This can represent a serious challenge for the state and its security since this 

phenomenon is linked to the concept of sovereignty, border control and internal regulations. Beyond 

this, immigration can favour criminal activities and increase the risks of terrorism, or, in extreme cases, it 

can threaten the national identity178.  

 

 

2.6 Conclusions  

 

Starting from the above analysis, it is necessary to elaborate on some conclusions in order to summarize 

the chapter. The concept of security was rethought after the end of the Cold War and it is still evolving. 

However, this evolution shows some basic principles that determine the direction of this trend. It is 

possible to identify three main points that characterize this evolution: the first one is the fact that the 

integrity of the state depends both on military aspects and non-military aspects. As we have seen, despite 

the fact that the traditional security aspects are not neglectable, new global phenomena and the 

transformation of the international system have generated new threats for the states that more and more 

must face issues hard to solve by the use of force. The second point is connected to this argument: the 

military tool continues to be the means par excellence to measure the power of a state both in terms of 

defence capacity and offensive potentiality. In some cases, non-traditional threats can involve the 

intervention of the armed forces. However, there are some problems with this approach: the use of the 

military instrument to face non-traditional threats can reveal itself inefficient (like in the case of terrorism), 

unusable (like in case of climate change), or counter-productive, moving the disputes between states to 

physical conflict. Consequently, to face or mitigate the severity of these threats, states must elaborate on 

new instruments and new approaches both at national and international level. The third point appears as 

a contradiction of the second. The origin of the non-traditional threats cannot be traced back to a single 

state or a single actor. Their range, indeed, exceeds the national boundaries and involves several actors. 

The transnational character of the issues, therefore, requires international coordination among the 

international actors and efficient global governance to manage the risks of the new global trends. 

However, global cooperation on these topics results quite difficult: taking again the example of the 

climate changes, this problem would require the coordination of all the states that together should 

mitigate their impact, especially in the most affected areas of the world. But the timing and the barriers 
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that this deal implicates makes the military intervention or, in general, the unilateral intervention of the 

single states the most plausible way to undertake to safeguard the national security from these dangers. 

In conclusion, the state finds itself in a situation in which traditional and non-traditional threats can put 

in danger its integrity, most of them cannot be faced efficiently through military intervention because of 

the global dimensions of the issues and the number of actors they involve, but the difficulties that global 

coordination creates lead it to protect itself and its national interest through unilateral action.  

In the next chapter, I will try to demonstrate how these principles can be applied to a concrete case, 

taking as an example the conflict between India and China along the Himalayan borders which beyond 

the military aspect shows some aspects related to non-traditional security.  
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3.  

Case study: the tensions between China and 

India along the Himalayan borders 
 

 

 

3.1 Introduction: South Asian non-traditional security 

 

Recalling the last sentence of the first chapter and the framework elaborated in the second one, I decided 

to analyse a particular conflict to demonstrate how nowadays non-traditional security issues perform a 

relevant role in the evolution of the contemporary clashes among countries, even where the traditional 

military dimension of security prevails. The case that I have chosen is the ongoing conflict between China 

and India along the Himalayan borders. The choice of this conflict, as I will explain later on in detail, has 

been determined by the will to show that in a dispute that apparently owes exclusively to a military 

confrontation based on the defence of the respective territories in a space historically contended, the 

non-traditional security issues that characterize this area can influence the dynamics of the relations 

between the two states. However, before getting to the heart of the case study, it is necessary to elaborate 

on an overview of the regional context from a non-traditional security perspective.  

Looking at the South Asian regional context, the issues that involve non-traditional security are different 

and stress all the regional countries. Every issue arises in different ways and with different intensity 

according to the different scenarios, influencing, consequently, the relations among the actors. 

Considering the framework elaborated in the previous chapter, in South Asia it is possible to identify all 

the threats that have been considered in the analysis: from health security to economic security, from 

environmental security to cybersecurity. Moreover, the role of the non-state actors, like terrorists or 

secessionist movements that affect both the domestic policies and regional relations, is relevant. Since an 

extensive study of the entire range of the regional issues can move the analysis out of its focus, I decided 

to take into account just the issues related to the case study, namely, water security (within the larger field 

of environmental, energetic, and food security), terrorism, insurgent movements, and migrations.  

 

3.1.1 Water security 
 

The question of water security is crucial in South Asia. Water is a fundamental resource for people’s lives, 

not just for biological needs, but also for economic activities, energy, and food production. Moreover, it 
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is a necessary element for the maintenance of natural ecosystems. Authors like Biba179, indeed, discussing 

the role of water in the region, talk about the “water-food-energy nexus” highlighting the strict 

interconnection and relevance that these three elements have within a community. Not having substitute 

resources, water is an unavoidable element for people, and, therefore, for states. The growing population 

(around 1,768 billion people, 3 billion including China) and the regional economic development have 

increased the demand for freshwater and the human pressure on the environment180.  The guarantee of 

having the necessary amount of water is becoming a crucial factor that influences the relations between 

the regional states. Transboundary water management is, indeed, the first main issue that stresses the 

sphere of non-traditional security: the fact that some countries cannot directly control the flow rate of 

their rivers because they start in another country, makes the first dependent on the water consumption 

of the second. The relevance that water has for the local populations makes this issue a vital element for 

the security of the state in terms of economic, environmental, energetic, and socio-political security. 

In the case of South Asia, the majority of rivers flow within the region across different countries. Most 

of them originate from glaciers and snow accumulation on the mountains, especially located in the 

Tibetan Plateau and along the Himalayan range. Currently, almost the totality of the Plateau is under the 

administration of the Chinese Government, including the majority of the springs of the major rivers of 

the region like that of the Brahmaputra/Yarlung Tsangpo. On the other hand, some countries control 

just a portion of the national rivers, like Pakistan and Bangladesh, and result almost totally dependent on 

the upper states. Looking at the dependency ratio of the regional countries it is possible to notice the 

imbalance of the distribution of the water resources in the region: the dependency ratio of China is around 

1% while for other countries like Pakistan and Bangladesh it is respectively 77% and 91%181. This scenario 

gives life to different diplomatic actions to try and find a shared agreement on transboundary water 

management: in some cases, two states reached a deal that regulates the consumption of water, like in the 

case of the Indus Water Treaty signed in 1960 by India and Pakistan that is still valid today, or in the case 

of the Memorandum of Understanding between New Delhi and Beijing in 2013 for the provision of 

hydrological information about the Brahmaputra/Yarlung Tsangpo river in the flood season. Despite the 

mechanisms implemented by regional countries, transboundary water management is strongly affected 

by the South Asian conflictual environment that “impedes the development of robust multilateral 

institutions”182. Moreover, these kinds of agreements do not guarantee the participants from potential 

non-fulfilment by the other part since supranational organism able to control the respect of the deals do 

not exist in any case. These difficulties in finding an effective agreement are also exacerbated by the 

diffuse phenomenon of water stress183 that the regional countries are facing related to the rapid economic 

and population growth: according to FAO, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka are in a condition of “medium-to-

high” stress (respectively 34.16% and 24,52%), India and China in a condition of high stress (44.78% and 
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21.04%), while Pakistan shows an “extremely high” level of stress (363.64%) 184 . The necessity of 

freshwater resources to satisfy domestic needs and water shortage lead the states to avail themselves of 

the right of usage of internal water for their national interests undermining the solidity of the deals. 

Finally, to cause transboundary waters management distress are the climate changes, in particular the 

phenomenon of global warming. Two are the events that can seriously affect water availability in the 

region, and so their management: the former is the increase in temperatures and the latter is the frequency 

and strength of the monsoon.  The progressive warming of the regional climate produces a double effect: 

the reduction of the dimension of the glaciers that causes both a minor capability of preserving water for 

all the summer months and the risk of glacial outburst floods, namely the excessive glacial melting and 

the incapability of the rivers to sustain this amount of water. According to Reuters, reporting the data 

published by the China Meteorological Administration in August 2021, these phenomena are visible on 

the Tibet Plateau: the summary of the agency has shown an increment of the temperature in the area of 

0.35 degrees Celsius every decade since 1960 (twice the global average) and a reduction of glaciers surface 

of 15% in the last 50 years185. Climate changes is also influencing the regularity of the monsoons, 

fundamental for the rivers that flow from the Himalayas and for regional tributary rivers. Monsoon 

precipitations are mainly concentrated between June and October, alternating periods of floods with drier 

periods. However, the increasing intensity of rainfalls augmented the violence of the seasonal floods 

damaging not just infrastructures but also food production lines. This phenomenon is more visible in the 

Eastern Himalayan sector where rivers have as their main source of water the monsoon precipitations. 

The Western sector, instead, is less influenced by these events and during the warmer months there are 

frequent cases of drought and soil salinization186. The combination of these issues is requiring political 

answers to manage the situation and all the regional countries have elaborated strategies to face them. 

However, climate changes do nothing but exacerbate the importance of transboundary water 

management.  

 

3.1.2 Terrorism 
 

The second issue that concerns non-traditional security in South Asia is terrorism. First of all, it is 

necessary to underline that “terrorism” in this case represents a tag that the various government used to 

classify the violent actions of separatist movements, insurgencies, political assassinations, and so on187. 

Recalling what I mentioned in the second chapter, these are part of the “non-state actors” and have a 

real impact on regional dynamics. South Asia is, nowadays, a sensitive region for this kind of issue: it is 

the second region in the world for terrorist attacks (3,430 in 2018) and death caused by terrorist activities 

(7,664 in 2018)188 and, except for Bhutan and the Maldives, all the regional countries have experienced 
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this phenomenon189. The reasons why this problem is so emphasized in the region are two: the first is 

the diffuse presence of dispute related to ethnic and national issues190; the second, as Akhmat et. al. 

suggest in their article, is the growing of socio-economic inequalities that are characterizing the growth 

of the regional economy. However, in order to analyse the phenomenon of terrorism in the region, it is 

necessary to recall the common concept of all terroristic activities, namely, the use of violence for political 

goals. This represents a key element through which it is possible to understand the dynamics behind these 

activities in the region.  

According to the International Peace Institute, we can categorize South Asian terrorist activity in three 

macro-groups considering the groups’ motivations: nationalist groups, religious extremists, and ethno-

nationalist groups191. Nationalist groups are particularly active in the disputed region of Kashmir and 

Punjab, with the recent insurgence of the Sikh separatists of the Khalistan movement. In India and Nepal, 

the Communist Party that is governing Kathmandu, which played an important role in determining the 

independence of Nepal from the Hindu Kingdom in 1996, is building strong cross-border relations with 

the Indian Communist Party, also generating a certain level of danger in Bangladesh where leftist 

movements are active192. Religious extremism presents both an Islamic and a Hindu matrix: the former 

involves Pakistan, Afghanistan, India, and more recently Bangladesh while the latter mainly India, where 

some Hinduist movements are promoting the Hindu identity as state religion.193. Finally, ethno-separatist 

movements are currently active in Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Pakistan, India and represent a source of both 

internal and external instability because of their cross-border nature194.  

In whatever form they show up, violent actions made by separatists or insurgents represent for the states 

a clear threat to their security. Terrorist attacks often do not generate just victims within the population 

but aim to damage infrastructures and institutions. The high possibility of terrorist attacks makes regional 

countries less attractive for foreign investors and damages to critical infrastructures can have serious 

repercussions on local economic activities195. However, the implications of these activities are not limited 

to the domestic space: the first risk for a neighbouring country is the spillover effect. In areas like that of 

Kashmir, contested by India and Pakistan, interested by movements for regional independence, a possible 

escalation of the conflict can have repercussions not just on India and Pakistan, but also on China, 

Afghanistan, and the Middle East. Many countries use these movements to destabilize neighbours or to 

create a sort of deterrence with them, in the first case sustaining these groups from outside or using their 

containment as a possible card to play in a broader range of relations, often without considering the real 

requests of these movements.  

This scenario shows the relevance of the political aspect of terrorism and the impact that it has on regional 

political dynamics. But, in order to better identify them, it is necessary to put aside religious, nationalistic, 

ideological feelings and focus the attention on the actors’ political goals. In South Asia, terrorism activities 

are ascribable to both religious extremists and independence movements, groups whose limits are not 
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always distinguishable196, like in the case of Kashmiri militants and Islamic terrorists. Despite religious 

and secessionist motivations being relevant aspects that characterize terrorist activities, they are just 

instruments through which states and groups vehicle their actions197. Governments, as well as militants, 

use these elements to justify their actions in front of the public opinion notwithstanding being led by 

political goals, often contrary and in conflict. Putting the political reasons in the foreground, the clashes 

between irredentists and states are always asymmetric and the objectives of the former are outclassed by 

those of the latter (again as in the case of Kashmiri)198.  

It is necessary to mention that at the regional level within the institutional context of the SAARC, states 

elaborated some forms of cooperation to coordinate the action against terrorism. In 1987 Member states 

signed the “Regional Convention on the Suppression of Terrorism” to share information and regulate 

extradition and in 1995 they established the “SAARC Terrorist Offence Monitoring Desk” to share 

“information on crimes related to terrorism” and support the “exchange of expertise, experience, 

methodology and strategies to combat terrorism and other related organized crimes”199. More recent is 

the establishment of the “SAARC Anti-Terrorism Mechanism” that, through periodic meetings involving 

experts, has the goal of re-emphasizing “the importance of coordinated and concerted response to 

combat terrorism”200. However, not even these mechanisms are totally effective against these threats: 

citing again the International Peace Institute, “[even] if these SAARC initiatives are implemented, 

however, the region-wide response will require that more attention be paid to cooperation in addressing 

conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism and other non-security-related preventive measures and 

respect for human rights, which is conspicuously absent—even from the recent SAARC declaration201.  

 

3.1.3 Migrations 
 

Finally, migrations can be considered as a source of instability in the South Asian region. The core element, 

in this case, is the fact that migrations often include the border crossing, both legally and illegally. The 

protection of the borders is part of the main tasks of the state that tries to defend them under an 

international legal regime that recognizes those borders. It is evident that there is a connection between 

the two issues that made migrations a security matter202. For a state cross-border migrations can represent 

either a resource or a threat depending on which dynamic prevails: migrations, for example, can represent 

an important economic resource, but also as a promoter of the interests of the country of origin203. In 

South Asia, refugees and migrants move to other regional countries for reasons related to conflicts (as in 

the case of India and Pakistan in the region of Kashmir), politics (for example, Tibetans), religion, and 

ethnic issues204. The movements related to these issues are strictly connected to the arrival of militants or 

insurgents from other countries increasing the risk of terrorism and instability. One of the lastest trends 
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that will probably affect South Asia in the next future is climate migration. The increasing temperatures 

and climate change are worsening people’s life in certain areas and causing natural disasters, like floods 

and droughts that have damaged entire territories. According to the ActionAid Report 2020, if Paris 

Agreement parameters are not respected and temperature is not kept under 2.5 Celsius degrees, climate 

migrants might exceed 37 million people205 without considering those generated by natural disasters. This 

phenomenon interests all regional countries and can represent a relevant issue, especially its political 

management. Last but not least, the Sars-Cov-2 pandemic has increased the relevance of controlling 

people movement within the region: the virus, in this case, has become a vector of instability for the 

regional countries considering the difficulties that all of them have faced in managing the internal health 

security.  

Transboundary waters and terrorism are just some of the non-traditional issues that involve South Asian 

regional relations. In both cases (but it is plausible to think that it may be valid also for other issues) we 

can notice that their management follows the same pattern mentioned at the end of the second chapter: 

regional states are aware of the existence of non-traditional security issues that can threaten the national 

stability and they are trying to face these problems through bilateral or multilateral agreements, also acting 

within regional institutions. However, the nature of the threat, the fact that these issues are combined 

with territorial disputes, the absence of external authority that guarantees the respect of the treaties, and, 

therefore, the high cost of cooperation, create the conditions to increase the level of uncertainty and 

conflict in the region contributing to influence the entire range of relations among members and 

neighbours.  

  

 

3.2 The case study: India and China tensions along the Himalayan borders. 

 

Before analysing the case study, it is necessary to present a brief overview of the tensions between India 

and China, starting from its origins until the most recent episodes.  

 

3.2.1 The origins    
 

In order to understand the developments of the conflict, it is necessary to understand its origins and the 

historical dynamics that led to the current situation. First of all, the area we are talking about is an area 

starting from the Northern borders between China and India, in particular from the Karakoram Pass, up 

to the Arunachal Pradesh region, passing through Nepal, the Sikkim region, and Bhutan. The area 

mentioned above can be divided into three sectors: the Western part, which includes the border between 

the Ladakh and Aksai Chin regions, the Middle part, which covers the area between Nepal and Bhutan, 

and the Eastern part, which includes the borders between Tibet and the Arunachal Pradesh region. Each 

area has its morphological characteristics that have and still determine the evolution of the border issue. 

The Western sector is an arid area, with an inhospitable climate and situated at high altitudes. The Middle 
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sector, on the other hand, is also characterised by high reliefs and some mountain passes that connect 

India and China through the Himalayas. Lastly, the Eastern sector is flatter but still bordered by the 

mountain range of the Tibetan Plateau. The Himalayan range and the Tibetan Plateau in general, 

represent a natural barrier between the two countries. 

In order to understand today's disputes, it is necessary to go back to the British colonial period. The 

question of boundaries was primarily a matter of the British crown’s interests in the region during the 

eighteenth century. London saw in the regions of Kashmir, Tibet and Xinjiang some strategic points to 

control first the Russian advance in Central Asia and then the Chinese consolidation in the area206. The 

definition of the borders, which underwent several modifications over time, was nothing more than a 

British instrument to promote their national interests in the area207. This situation changed when the 

British Empire gave way to the establishment of the Indian government in August 1947. The Indian 

interests were, indeed, different from the British ones, and the question of borders became central again, 

especially after the birth of the People's Republic of China in 1949208. The region of Tibet became once 

again central to both countries, and despite the diplomatic efforts in trying to define precise borders, in 

both the Western and Eastern sectors they remained disputed and not recognized by either side. While 

in the Eastern sector the conventional line still used today remains the McMahon line (not recognised by 

Beijing)209, the Western sector was the location that hosted the 1962 Sino-Indian war. At the end of the 

conflict, a conventional line, called Line of Actual Control (LAC) was established but without receiving 

formal recognition from either countries.  

Since the early 2000s, the question of borders has again become a topic of debate between China and 

India. Especially in the Western sector, there have been several tense situations between the various 

armies. Some of that are: 

- Depsaing Plain stand-off (2013-ongoing) (Western sector)  

- Demchok stand-off (2014-2018) (Western sector) 

- Dong Lang Plain (or Dokhlam Plain) stand-off (2015) (Middle sector) 

- Dong Lang Plain (or Dokhlam Plain) stand-off (2017) (Middle sector) 

- Bara Hoti stand-off (2020) 

- Pangong Tso (or Pangong Lake) stand-off (2020-2021) (Western sector) 

- Galwan Valley stand-off (2020-ongoing) (Western sector) 

- Hot Spring and Gogra stand-off (2020-ongoing) (Western sector) 

In some cases, like that of the Galwan Valley stand-off, skirmishes caused different victims210 among the 

respective armies, while in other circumstances, tensions between Indian and Chinese troops have been 

limited and governments have dealt with a progressive retirement of the respective contingents (as in the 

case of Pangong Lake stand-off). In every case, tensions have never escalated.  

The border issue still has a purely strategic nature: each country is trying to use this issue to promote its 

interests in the region. However, the approaches of both countries are diametrically opposed: while China 

would like to gain advantages in the Eastern sector by keeping the Western one, India, on the contrary, 

would like to keep the Eastern borders while taking back the part lost during the war in the Aksai Chin 

region. It is clear that the military dimension, in this case, has a preponderance in the analysis of the 
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clashes. However, although there is an obvious relevance of defending the borders from a military 

invasion, there are other reasons of a non-military nature that influence the dynamics of these disputes 

and that somehow also explain why this issue has returned to be of primary importance for both countries. 

As explained in the previous section, this conflict is part of a regional context that presents several threats 

that cannot be traced back to the traditional military conception of security, such as the management of 

water resources, independence movements, terrorism, and migration flows. The analysis that will take 

place in the next part, aims to explain how these threats influence China and India relations along the 

borders and which nexus can be traced between these threats and the conflict itself. In order to do this, 

it is necessary to get away from the logic of borders and rely exclusively on the capacity of a country to 

administer, exploit and protect a certain territory. Maps, in this case, can help to understand the 

geographical position of the single stand-offs, but it is not possible to use them to determine if these 

places belong to China or India, first, because there is not an official and shared division of the territories, 

and second, because maps’ representations reflect Indian or Chinese point of view on territories dispute, 

which makes them unreliable.  

 

3.2.2 Non-traditional security issues: climate change and water resources  
 

Water resources are fundamental for both China and India in a context of rapid economic and population 

growth211. As said in the previous chapter, the relevance of water for economic activities and people’s life 

makes this resource essential for the countries’ development. Both for China and India an important role 

is played by river basins that, flowing toward the major rivers and their tributary, provide water within 

the countries: in India the most important ones are the Gange, the Indus, and the Brahmaputra/Yarlung 

Tsangpo while in China the Huang He, the Yangtze (or Xi Jiang), and the Zhu Jiang. Their water is used 

mainly for agricultural activities and irrigation, hydropower energy production, and services, depending 

on the area that they cross. However, for water provision the Tibetan Plateau (also defined as “the Third 

Pole”) represents the major source for all the water flows in China, India, Southern and South-eastern 

Asia. The Tibetan glaciers perform the role of water supplier assuring an annual provision for all the 

basins. Some of the rivers that the Tibetan Plateau feeds, cross different countries and flow into different 

seas. To guarantee a sufficient amount of water for all the countries that these rivers cross, it is necessary 

to have a coordination among governments on the quantity and the way of the usage of water resources. 

China and India share three main rivers, namely the Indus, the Sutlej and the Brahmaputra/Yarlung 

Tsangpo212, and some tributaries of the Gange, all originating in Chinese territory.  

Starting from this point, it is possible to identify two relevant issues in this scenario: the first is the 

relevance for India and China to preserve their hydric resources, the second is the necessity to build 

effective cooperation on transboundary water management. The preservation of hydric resources has 

become essential after both countries have recorded a high level of water stress because of the pressure 

that the economic development is generating on the environment. Their protection does not pass only 

through more efficient usage of internal waters, but depends also on the capability to protect them from 

external exploitation, especially if they flow along the borders. Transboundary water management, instead, 

stresses mainly the diplomatic relations: the problem that emerges from India and China relations on the 
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topic is the absence of solid treaties that regulate river management. On the Brahmaputra/Yarlung 

Tsangpo and the Sutlej different Memorandums of Understanding (MoU) have been signed213 where 

both governments committed to provide hydrological information in certain periods of the year, but 

without defining an effective mechanism of water management. Even for the Indus management, India 

and China have never discussed this topic except during the meetings of the Expert Level Mechanism. 

Despite the attempt to cooperate in this field, the problem of cross-border waters still represents a critical 

sector for India and China relations. A discussed episode was the accusation made by the Indian 

government to Beijing not to provide hydrological data of the Brahmaputra/Yarlung Tsangpo during the 

flood season. About this river, China has been also blamed to project some dams and channels to divert 

the river flow, immediately denied by the Chinese Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Hua Chunying who 

defining this news as “untrue”214. It is necessary to mention that the absence of shared and precise borders 

makes it difficult to find an effective solution regarding the control of water resources and, as a 

consequence, their management. The picture, therefore, shows a context in which both India and China 

need to preserve and control water resources, especially those flowing along and across the Himalayan 

borders but without a solid agreement on transboundary water management and the common recognition 

of national borders.  

So, considering this scenario, which are the possible threats that make this issue ascribable to a matter of 

national security? Being a question related to the defence of national territories and, therefore, of the 

domestic resources, the first threat has a military nature. The possibility that foreign troops occupy some 

territories and have the capacity to exploit their resources, is certainly a source of insecurity for both 

countries that use the military instrument to protect them. In this case, the presence of Indian and 

Chinese troops along the borders is proof. However, in this scenario, the nature of the threats is not only 

military: phenomena such as over-exploitation of hydric resources and climate changes contribute to 

increasing the relevance of preserving water and building a cooperation mechanism to manage 

transboundary rivers. As already underlined before, human activities are massively contributing to putting 

great pressure on national freshwater resources, making their demand overtake their regeneration. But, 

strictly connected to this issue, there are climate changes and global warming. A study conducted by 

Columbia University’s Lamont-Doherty Earth Observatory and the University of Utah has shown the 

progressive and rapid melting of the Himalayan glaciers in the last decades due to the temperature rise215. 

At the same time, the increasing intensity of rainfall, in particular in Monsoons seasons, and their 

irregularity are provoking both floods and periods of drought in some regions216. The combination of 

these phenomena is causing serious damages to the populations living in the most affected areas: first, 

the detachment of large parts of glaciers can hit infrastructures built along mountain ranges. For example, 

in February 2021, Reuters reported the destruction of a small hydroelectric project situated in the state 

of Uttarakhand (India) caused by a glacier break217. The same effects, relatively to the Himalayan areas 

are the already mentioned glacial lake outburst floods: one of the most recent areas under observation is 

the Kyagar Lake situated in the Chinese Karakoram Mountain range because of its critical situation218. 
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Second, glacial melting due to higher temperatures is diminishing the capacity of preservation of the 

glaciers, reducing, as a consequence, their capacity to feed rivers, especially in the warmer seasons. This 

causes intensify the effect of droughts, especially in the most arid regions like that of the Western 

Himalayan sector, but also reduce the flow rate of important rivers both for India, like the Indus and the 

Gange, and China, like Yangtze and Mekong, with all the already mentioned consequences that this 

implies. 

For the purpose of my analysis, it is relevant to understand how all these events can be connected to the 

military tensions between India and China. Analysing the position of the most recent clashes that have 

taken place in the Western Himalayan sector, we can notice that disputes are located close to the 

mountain rivers. The clashes in the Galwan valley, the Demchok, Depsang Plain, Hot Spring and 

Pangong Lake are all situated close to river flows, respectively the Galwan, the Indus and the Shiyok 

rivers219. In a context where borders are not clearly defined and disputed, rivers and river valleys represent 

a natural point of reference for both countries and in some areas they represent a natural border220. The 

modification of glacier’s shapes and the reduction of rivers’ flow rate can in some cases change the 

perception of the borders. However, the most plausible reason that can in some way justify the position 

of these clashes is the necessity to defend rivers from external exploitation or control. The case of 

Demchok stand-off is evident: this point is located at the entrance of the Indus into a small portion of a 

disputed territory where India has a military base. The construction of a canal for irrigation built along 

the river has provoked the intervention of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army to stop the works. This 

testifies the will of both states to avoid the complete control of water resources from another country 

and, as a consequence, to concede the possibility to exploit them and use them. The same reasoning can 

be applied to the Galwan Valley skirmishes: this valley is, indeed, directly connected to Shiyok river, one 

of the major tributaries of the Indus and in the warmer seasons, even if the weather conditions are 

inhospitable, it allows the transit of troops and the construction of buildings221. Even in the Depsang 

Plain stand-off it is possible to identify some connections with water resources control. Depsang Plain, 

beyond the fact that it is a strategic area because of its access to the Karakoram Pass, gives the origins 

the Shiyok river, whose importance has been already mentioned, and represents direct access to another 

key area for both countries’ hydric resources, namely the Siachen Glacier, contested also with Pakistan. 

Hot Spring and Gogra Valley are two other cases: both places are situated in the Chang Chenmo river 

valley, another affluent of Shyok river that flows along the LAC.  Finally, the Pangong Lake has been a 

theatre of recent tensions (then solved thanks to a reciprocal disengagement and withdrawal): it can be 

categorized as a “cross-boundary lake” that from the Tibetan Autonomous Region reaches the region of 

Ladakh, but it crosses a border that is still disputed. The stand-off happened in the proximity of this 

contested border justifying both the relevance of rivers and lakes as natural boundaries and the control 

of water resources.  

In the case of India-China tensions, non-traditional security issues do not represent a short period threat: 

even if some effects of climate changes and human activities impact on the environment are already 

visible, and the rise of these problems chronologically coincides with the increment of standoffs, the 

main impact of India and China security will be possible to be verified/* in the next future. Glacial 

melting and the reduction of river’s flow rate will more and more affect people’s lives and economic 

activities, increasing the damages in areas where floods and droughts are more common and where water 

represents an important production factor, as in the agricultural sector. Moreover, this contributes to 

favouring the access to some passages across the mountain ranges or river valleys, unusable in the past 

or some periods of the year, thus increasing the importance of defending borders. This can lead China 
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and India to increase their presence along the borders, and so to foster the tensions, considering that the 

dispute for Himalayan water resources will become more and more a core issue for countries’ 

development and security.  

 

3.2.3 Non-traditional security issues: migrations, independentism, and terrorism  
 

I decided to gather these three issues, first, because they are all related to the capacity of India and China 

to control their borders and, second, they can be included within the group of non-state actors and so 

considered as a non-traditional threat because of their potential in fostering internal instability. From the 

Chinese perspective, the question of protection of the borders is linked to the relevance of the Tibetan 

Autonomous Region and Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region in Chinese domestic stability. For what 

concerns their defence, Johan Eriksson and Mark Rhinard argue that it is possible to identify a nexus 

between internal and external security that guides Beijing politics in these areas222. This nexus is based on 

the necessity for the Chinese government to protect the regions both from internal violence and external 

support to irredentist movements, respectively to Uyghur and Tibetan communities223. In both cases, the 

secessionist and independentist elements are present within these regions and, as in the case of Xinjiang, 

it has been possible to see episodes of violence. Clarke underlines the fact that what increased the 

relevance of the Uyghur issue was the “transnationalization” of the phenomena: he identifies in the 

collapse of the USSR, the events of 11/9, and the rise of Islamic radicalism in Central Asia (especially in 

Afghanistan) united with the progressive exposure of China globally supported by the opening of the 

frontiers224. These dynamics forced Beijing to avoid that local communities could establish relations with 

international terrorism, especially the Islamic one 225. Even for India, indeed, terrorism and irredentism 

are a matter of national security. The first concerns the territorial connection of Uttar Pradesh and Bihar 

regions with Xinjiang. According to the Census of 2011 made by the Ministry of Home Affairs of India, 

the two Indian federal States host the largest Muslim community in the country, respectively around 38 

million and 17 million people226. It is plausible that also for the Indian government the protection of the 

borders to avoid connections between foreign Islamic communities is a key point for internal equilibrium. 

The case of Tibet, instead, is related to the ties that the region has with the Tibetan community located 

in India, especially after the exile of the Tibetan government in 1959227. Despite the question not being 

at the centre of the theme discussed by India and China, the independentist feeling is still present within 

the Tibetan community and represents a reason for worrying both for New Delhi and Beijing. Despite 

the fact that they currently do not represent an immediate threat there are some problems that can 

complicate not just the relations between China and India but also those between India and the Tibetan 

community. In Panda’s opinion, the main issue that New Delhi and Beijing must face is how to deal with 

a post-14th Dalai Lama scenario and the considerations that the Tibetan community will have of the new 

government228. Moreover, he presents another plausible scenario, namely, the possibility of mobilization 

of the Tibetan community keen on moving to Tibet Autonomous Region that can be an important source 
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of instability considering that India and China have never established any strategy to manage this 

eventuality229.  

Finally, it is necessary to underline the role that migrations could have on China-India relations. More 

than the bilateral migrations from India to China or from China to India, which result insignificant, it is 

the migration flow that stresses the entire region that makes boundary security a more and more essential 

goal. For China, this represents an important issue, especially considering its closeness to two important 

migration corridors to Xinjiang and Tibet, namely the one between India and Bangladesh and the one 

between India and Pakistan. According to the Asia-Pacific Migration Report 2020 of the United Nations 

ESCAP230, in 2019 the Bangladesh-India corridor was the third largest migrant corridor in the world with 

3.1 million people while that between Pakistan and India has seen the transit of 2.7 million231 people232. 

The potential threat that migration can bring to China can also be represented by the will of India and 

Nepal to maintain open borders and free mobility between the two countries, reinforcing the necessity 

to secure borders. Still related to China-Nepal-India relations, China, after the agreement with 

Kathmandu to engineer a railway along the Himalayan range, proposed the construction of infrastructure 

that can connect China and India passing through Nepal creating new economic corridors and, therefore, 

new potential channels between Tibet and Indian territories233. 

It is difficult in this case to connect these phenomena with every single case of tensions along the borders. 

However, some of the locations mentioned before where tensions happened are linked with some point 

of connection between China and India. One example is the Karakoram Pass, a road that transits through 

the Karakoram range and connects Ladakh with Xinjiang. The Karakoram Pass is exposed on the 

Depsang Plain, a place where Indian and Chinese armies had a stand-off. Another delicate point is the 

Siliguri corridor, situated in the Indian region of Sikkim that connects Tibet with Bangladesh passing 

through India. The stand-off that happened on the Naku La Pass testifies again the relevance of these 

roads that cross the Himalayan range234. Even if it has not been a location of a direct confrontation, the 

contested area of Tawang, in the Eastern Sector is related to this issue. Tawang does not represent only 

an important starting point for an economic corridor that connects India, Bhutan, and the other South-

East Asian countries, but it represents a symbolic place for the Tibetan community outside Chinese 

borders both for the presence of a Tibetan Buddhist monastery and the historical links with the figure of 

Dalai Lama235. The area was already a point of contention during the British presence in the area during 

the Simla convention of 1914236 and today is still contested by China237. This place has a strict connection 

with the Tibetan questions for its cultural relations but also because of its closeness to the Bum La Pass, 
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which had already been crossed during the Sino-Indian War in 1962 and that today is considered an 

important corridor between Tibet and India238.    

Here again, we can see how the threats can be traced to both the traditional and the non-traditional 

spheres. The first case is related to the possibility that external armed forces could use these passages to 

access national territory. Indeed, the construction of roads and infrastructures along the border by both 

countries has been one of the reasons that have led to the various tensions in these areas, being potentially 

able to facilitate the movement of troops and armed means239. 

The second case, instead, is mainly related to the movement of people: for China and India, we have seen 

how independence movements, terrorism, and migrations have the capacity not only to generate political 

instability in certain regions but can directly cause damage to infrastructures and people. This element 

becomes even more important if we consider the fact that individual states can use these threats both as 

a "weapon" and as a deterrent, through the support and promotion of these actors in certain contexts. If 

we were to add another potential non-traditional security threat, as mentioned above, melting glaciers 

would facilitate the passage of both people and troops through major mountain passes, making the issue 

of border control even more dedicated and relevant. 

 

 

3.3 Findings and discussion 

 

The results that emerged from the analysis of this case study, follow the lines outlined at the end of the 

second chapter. First of all, the tensions between China and India are part of a regional context 

characterised by territorial disputes, also linked to a past in which foreign powers influenced the dynamics 

of the area. Moreover, South Asia is affected by both global and sub-regional processes that not only 

pose a real threat to individual countries but also influence their external relations. Even in this case, 

threats ascribable to the non-traditional sphere of security are linked to cross-border phenomena, not 

localised within a single country.  These, therefore, lead the individual governments to the necessity to 

find shared solutions with the neighbouring countries with which they share these issues. However, as it 

has been pointed out, the presence of disputes, the high cost of cooperation, the absence of agreements 

guaranteeing effective management of these phenomena, but above all the fact that these can represent 

a means through which neighbouring states can be struck, lead to a de facto fall back on the use of the 

military instrument. The case of China and India is proof of this: the historical territorial disputes 

combined with the difficulty of the two governments to find agreements on the management of 

transboundary waters, to cope with the effects of climate change, and to elaborate a bilateral mechanism 

to counter phenomena such as terrorism, raise considerably the costs of cooperation, thus leading New 

Delhi and Beijing to use military forces. In this case, one can see that this is not the most effective but 

the most efficient solution. The stand-offs that have been analysed, indeed, have never degenerated into 

open conflicts between the two armies, showing how the will of the two governments seems to be that 

of maintaining the status quo, despite the still open territorial disputes, which are still far from a concrete 

solution. The use of the army can be linked to the attempt to guarantee the security of the State, protecting 
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it from the impacts that non-traditional threats can have on it, in the absence of guarantees on the respect 

of any bilateral or regional agreements and effective cooperation mechanisms. 

However, it is precisely these elements that can change the conditions that today characterise the 

management of the borders between the two countries. It is, therefore, possible to assume, that a possible 

intensification of these processes, with a consequent increase in the scope and strength of these threats, 

could further exacerbate these tensions, running the risk of favouring an escalation of the conflict 

considering the lack of trust that characterises the relations between China and India, especially in the 

field of border management.   
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Conclusions 

 

 

 
We can generally conclude that the hypothesis elaborated in the introduction, namely the idea that non-

traditional security is a not negligible aspect in the analysis of complex conflictual realities like that of 

China and India along the Himalayan borders, and that, in this case, respective military actions are led by 

the necessity to protect the countries also from non-military threats, has been confirmed both in literature 

and in reality. It has been possible to identify the existence of a debate concerning not only the presence 

of new threats to the security of States but also new perspectives which enrich the discussion on the 

subject by increasing its complexity. The concept of security, which historically has been interpreted in 

different ways according to the historical period in which it has been studied, after the end of the Cold 

War has interested once again the academic debate on the subject. With the end of the bipolar system 

and the spread of globalised phenomena, security as interpreted during the conflict between the two 

superpowers no longer proves true in reality. The state, intended as a political entity based on a territory, 

internal institutions and an idea, in front of these changes has had to review the perspective through 

which it looks at its integrity in an increasingly dynamic international context. Hence the need to broaden 

the concept of security to include new threats and actors. What can be concluded from the study carried 

out is that non-traditional security has acquired great relevance in the study of the security policies of the 

states and its consideration in the analysis of the international dynamics is unavoidable. The approaches 

proposed by the most recent schools of thought are reflected in real cases, thus making them applicable 

to the analysis of certain dynamics.   

The conclusions that can be drawn from the tensions between China and India along the Himalayas have 

shown two issues: the first confirms the previous conclusion that it is necessary to take into account the 

elements related to non-traditional security in order to understand its dynamics. The second is that 

traditional and non-traditional security, although usually studied separately, interact in a real case. As 

emerged from the study of the South Asian context, regional conflicts, including the case study, are 

influenced by military and strategic issues as well as non-military dynamics. This demonstrates, on the 

one hand, the need to broaden the concept of security to include different threats, as suggested by the 

most recent schools of thought, on the other hand, traditional and non-traditional security are interrelated 

and this correlation influences not only national but also regional security dynamics. Studying this 

relationship, in this specific case, becomes fundamental in order to understand the reasons that drive 

both the diplomatic and military action of both countries. The exclusion of one of the two dimensions 

would not allow a complete picture of the disputes, precisely because it would be impossible to bring out 

their connection.  

Given this conclusion, however, a question emerges: in this specific case, is it possible to understand 

which, between traditional and non-traditional security, is the dimension that has the greatest impact on 

the course of the conflict? This represents one of the limitations of my analysis. The impossibility of 

objectively calculating their impact on the decisions of individual states and the inability to determine 

which has the greatest impact does not allow us to determine how much non-traditional security issues 

alone are capable of provoking or influencing a military clash. However, it is not possible to exclude from 

the analysis their impact on a country's security strategies. The main problem, in this case, is to be careful 

not to overestimate their impact. Despite not being easy to determine their weight behind the political 

decisions, research results show that they are the origin of security issues, being able to push the 
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government to intervene through military actions. The use of armed forces, therefore, becomes an 

instrument of the two countries to protect themselves from the effects that these threats have on security. 

This is because the high cost and difficulty of cooperating to deal with certain phenomena, which would 

be the most efficient solution, become problematic when national security is stressed. Military 

intervention is not the most efficient choice in terms of costs but the most effective in the short term.   

Another limitation of the research is the fact that for some issues it is not possible to immediately verify 

the veracity of the proposed thesis. If we take the case of the effects of the melting of the Himalayan 

glaciers, even if it is possible to ascertain the existence of the problem, its real impact on the tensions 

between China and India can only be verified over a longer period. However, given that it is unlikely to 

be a reversible phenomenon in the short term (perhaps even in the long term), it is still possible to follow 

its trajectory from the current effects and try to develop plausible future scenarios. In this case, the 

research also tried to identify medium- to long-term dynamics that are nevertheless taken into account in 

security policies and that therefore influence current choices.  

It is, however, clear from the results obtained that the debate on non-traditional security remains still 

open and not totally shared by all scholars, but it is necessary to understand certain events that affect the 

present international system. In view of the fact that some of these threats are likely to increase not only 

in scope but also in intensity, and therefore in severity, the relevance of these issues will get more and 

more relevant. Combined with a context already characterised by various tensions such as that of Asia, 

these can play a very important role in determining the evolution of the Asian security system, further 

risking to increase its instability and conflict.  
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