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Abstract

Collective security is a foundational principle in international relations, aiming to prevent
aggression and maintain global stability through joint action by states. Rooted in the belief that
security is indivisible, collective security systems operate through international organizations such
as the United Nations (UN), the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), and regional
alliances. This paper examines the operationalisation of collective security, defence, and
cooperative security principles; its historical evolution, challenges in its implementation, and its
effectiveness in addressing contemporary security threats such as terrorism, cyber warfare, and
regional conflicts. By examining case studies, including the League of Nations, the UN’s role in the
Korean War, and NATO’s interventions, this paper assesses whether collective security remains a
viable mechanism for maintaining international peace.

Introduction

The Hobbesian concept of human nature has inevitably led us to search for peace and security.
Humanity has often suffered due to breach of peace or threat to security. It has collectively led to a
search for some sort of social and political system to establish stability. Collective Security is defined as
a method of managing power relations through a partially centralised system of security arrangements.

The concept of international security has evolved significantly over centuries, with states adopting
various mechanisms to prevent conflict and maintain stability. One of the most prominent strategies is
collective security, which holds that an attack on one member of an international system is an attack on
all, thereby deterring aggression. Unlike balance of power politics, which assumes that states form
shifting alliances to counterbalance threats, collective security relies on permanent, institutionalized
cooperation to ensure peace (Claude, 1962).

This paper examines the theory and practice of collective security, exploring its origins, implementation,
and effectiveness in the modern world. By analysing historical successes and failures, as well as
contemporary security challenges, it assesses the continuing relevance of collective security in an era
marked by geopolitical competition, non-state actors, and cyber threats.
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Theoretical Foundations of Collective Security

Defining Collective Security

The concept of collective security is based on the idea that international peace is best preserved through
a unified response to aggression. This differs from traditional alliances, which are often formed based on
national interests. Instead, collective security mechanisms are ideally inclusive, encompassing all major
powers to deter and punish aggressors (Kupchan & Kupchan, 1995).

The basic principles of collective security include:

1. Universality — All states should participate in maintaining international peace.

2. Commitment to Action — States agree to collective measures, including military intervention,
against aggressors.

3. Indivisibility of Security — The security of one state is linked to the security of all.

Mutual confidence among states

5. Favourable distribution of power and substantial disarmament

&

Collective Security vs. Balance of Power

Whereas balance-of-power systems rely on counterbalancing alliances, collective security seeks to deter
aggression through a unified international response. In theory, this eliminates the conditions that lead to
war, as potential aggressors face overwhelming opposition from the global community (Morgenthau,
1948). However, the success of collective security depends on political will and institutional
effectiveness, which have historically varied.

Historical Evolution of Collective Security

The League of Nations and Early Failures

The first major attempt at institutionalized collective security was the League of Nations, established
after World War 1. The League was designed to prevent conflicts through diplomatic mediation and
collective action against aggressors. However, it suffered from structural weaknesses, including the
absence of major powers like the United States and an inability to enforce its mandates (Carr, 1939).

Case Study: The Manchurian Crisis (1931)

Japan’s invasion of Manchuria in 1931 tested the League’s ability to enforce collective security. Despite
condemning Japan’s actions, the League failed to take effective measures, demonstrating its inability to
deter aggression when major powers were unwilling to intervene (Boyd, 1972).
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Case Study: The Ethiopian Crisis (1935)

Similarly, when Italy invaded Ethiopia in 1935, the League imposed economic sanctions but failed to
prevent Italian expansion. These failures highlighted the limitations of collective security when
enforcement mechanisms were weak (Schroeder, 1994).

The United Nations and the Post-WWI1 Order

Learning from the League’s shortcomings, the United Nations (UN) was established in 1945 with
stronger institutional frameworks for collective security. The UN Charter emphasizes the responsibility
of the Security Council to address threats to peace, authorizing military intervention and economic
sanctions when necessary (Claude, 1962).

Case Study: The Korean War (1950-1953)

The Korean War marked the first major test of UN-led collective security. Following North Korea’s
invasion of South Korea, the UN, led by the United States, authorized military action to repel
aggression. This intervention demonstrated the potential effectiveness of collective security but also
highlighted Cold War limitations, as Soviet opposition within the UN frequently paralyzed decision-
making (Gaddis, 1986).

Case Study: The Gulf War (1991)

The Gulf War showcased a more successful application of collective security. Following Iraq’s invasion
of Kuwait, a broad coalition led by the United States, under UN authorization, repelled Iraqgi forces. This
operation demonstrated how international consensus and military cooperation could enforce collective
security (Freedman & Karsh, 1993).

The Kosovo War (1999)

The Kosovo War was a conflict between Serbian forces and ethnic Albanians seeking independence.
The war was marked by widespread human rights abuses, including ethnic cleansing by Serbian forces.
In response, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) launched a military intervention without
UN authorization, citing humanitarian reasons. Large-scale violence sparked debate on the legitimacy of
bypassing the UN in Collective security operations. The war underscored the challenges of balancing
state sovereignty with humanitarian intervention in the name of collective security.

The War on Terror (2001-Present)

The War on Terror began after the 9/11 attacks in 2001, when the United States launched military
operations against terrorist groups, primarily Al-Qaeda and the Taliban in Afghanistan. NATO invoked
Article 5 of its treaty, declaring the attack on the U.S. as an attack on all members—its first-ever
collective security action. In 2003, the U.S. invaded Iraq which led to the fall of Saddam Hussein but
also led to long-term instability. Over time, collective security efforts extended to combating ISIS.
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Challenges to Collective Security in the Contemporary Era

Despite historical successes, collective security faces numerous challenges in the modern world.

e Great Power Rivalry and Political Gridlock

The UN'’s ability to enforce collective security is often undermined by geopolitical divisions. The UN
Security Council’s veto power, held by the United States, Russia, China, France, and the United
Kingdom, frequently prevents decisive action (Voeten, 2005). This has been evident in conflicts such as
the Syrian Civil War, where geopolitical rivalries have blocked effective intervention.

e The Role of Non-State Actors

Traditional collective security mechanisms are designed for state-to-state conflicts, but modern threats
increasingly come from non-state actors such as terrorist organizations (e.g., Al-Qaeda, ISIS). The 9/11
attacks and subsequent interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq highlight the difficulty of applying
collective security to asymmetric warfare (Cronin, 2006).

e Cybersecurity Threats and Collective Défense

The rise of cyber warfare presents new challenges for collective security. Unlike conventional military
aggression, cyber-attacks are often covert, difficult to attribute, and involve state and non-state actors.
NATO has recognized cyber threats as a security challenge, but collective responses remain inconsistent.

e Regionalism and Fragmentation of Security Frameworks

While the UN aims to provide a global collective security system, regional security organizations such
as NATO, the African Union (AU), and the European Union (EU) often take the lead in crisis response.
While this can enhance effectiveness, it also leads to fragmentation, with different regions adopting
varied approaches to security (Acharya, 2007).

The Future of Collective Security

To enhance the effectiveness of collective security, reforms are needed in institutional structures and
decision-making processes.

e Reforming the UN Security Council

Many scholars advocate for Security Council reform, including expanding permanent membership and
limiting veto power to prevent political gridlock (Luck, 2006).

e Strengthening Regional Security Mechanisms

Greater cooperation between global and regional security organizations could improve response times
and effectiveness in crisis situations (Kupchan & Kupchan, 1995).
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e Adapting to Non-Traditional Threats

To address cyber threats and terrorism, collective security mechanisms must incorporate new
frameworks, including intelligence-sharing and rapid-response cyber defence units.

Conclusion

Security matters. It is impossible to make sense of world politics without any reference to security.
Hence, common security demands individual security, collective security, collective defence, and
stability. Collective security remains a crucial mechanism for maintaining international peace, but its
effectiveness is contingent on political will, institutional capacity, and adaptability to new threats. While
historical examples demonstrate both successes and failures, modern challenges such as great power
competition, non-state actors, and cybersecurity require innovative approaches to strengthen collective
security mechanisms. Future reforms will determine whether collective security remains viable in an
increasingly complex international system.

The success of any system of international security depends on a strong and united leadership, the spirit
of compromise as well as decisiveness of the members to hold till the end. In its absence, this system
cannot survive.
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