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Executive Summary

This paper delves into the complexities and dilemmas surrounding climate security, a phenomenon that has 
transformed from a future concern to an immediate global challenge. The paper analyzes the diverse threats 
presented by climate change toward various referent objects and delves into the dilemma of securitizing 
climate change, exploring the associated risks and benefits of framing it as a security issue. It identifies 
three referent objects at stake: human beings, ecosystems, and nation-states, each facing distinct threats. 
The differential impact of climate change adds complexity, considering disparities among urban and rural 
populations, generational divides, and varying impacts on nation-states. In order to overcome the dilemmas 
and complexities of climate security, the paper advocates for a just securitization approach inspired by Rita 
Floyd, emphasizing a balanced and ethically informed integration of climate change within the security dis-
course. However, operationalizing this approach raises challenging questions about prioritizing referent 
objects and addressing diverse perspectives. The paper proposes a focus on human beings as a pragmatic 
approach, and a macro-level securitization strategy is suggested to build a shared understanding of com-
mon goals and values. The paper concludes by emphasizing the provisional nature of these proposals, call-
ing for continuous exploration, and a re-politicization of the climate discourse to ensure inclusivity and rel-
evance across diverse perspectives.
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Navigating the Dilemmas of Climate 
Security: Is Just Securitization of 
Climate Change Possible?

The contemporary global landscape is irrevocably 
shaped by the ominous specter of climate change, 
evolving from a future concern to an immediate 
and ubiquitous issue. This policy paper delves into 
the intricate dimensions of the dilemma posed by 
the securitization of climate change. It explores the 
multifaceted threats this phenomenon presents, 
scrutinizes the potential risks and benefits asso-
ciated with framing climate change as a security 
issue, and examines the merits of a just securitiza-
tion approach inspired by Rita Floyd’s advocacy 
for a balanced and ethically informed integration 
of climate change within the security discourse.

Three Referent Objects at Stake

Climate change manifests as a threat to three dis-
tinct referent objects, encapsulating anthropo-
centric, eco-centric, and state-centric perspec-
tives.1 The first lens, anthropocentric, views climate 
change as a menace to human beings and their 
well-being. The second, eco-centric, perceives it 

as a danger to the intricate balance of the planet 
Earth and its ecosystems. The third, state-centric, 
frames climate change as a challenge to nation-
states. Within this discourse, there also exists a 
contingent of climate skeptics who dispute the 
very existence of climate change. There are even 
those who portray climate activists as a security 
threat. This diverse array of perspectives highlights 
the complexity of the climate change narrative and 
shows how different priorities lead to different per-
ceptions and approaches in climate security.

Diverse Threat Landscape

The security implications of climate change also 
paint a diverse and intricate landscape, transcend-
ing simple categorization. These include many is-
sues ranging from extreme climate events to the 
challenges posed by climate-induced migration, 
conflicts over depleting resources, the potential 
for water wars, and food and water insecurity.2 
Each of these phenomena can be perceived as a 
threat to different referent objects based on the 
priorities of the observers. Below, we outline in the 
table how these threats may endanger these three 
diverse referent objects.

  REFERENT OBJECTS

Security Implications of 
Climate Change

Human Beings State Planet/Ecosystem

Extreme Climate Events 
(Wildfires, Floods, 
Heatwaves, Hurricanes, 
Landslides, etc.)

Loss of lives, loss of goods
Disaster management, 
infrastructure damage

Ecosystem 
transformations, habitat 
loss

Food Insecurity

Hunger, malnutrition, 
lack of regular access to 
enough safe and nutritious 
food

Ensuring food supplies, 
addressing shortages, 
economic security 

Changes in crop patterns, 
impact on biodiversity

Water Insecurity

Water scarcity, lack of 
access to clean water, 
challenges related to 
sanitation and sanitary 
issues

Geopolitical tensions over 
freshwater resources, 
water wars

Impact on aquatic 
ecosystems

Economic Insecurity
Increased poverty, 
economic instability

Economic planning, 
managing supply chain 
disruptions
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  REFERENT OBJECTS

Energy Insecurity
Inequalities and problems 
in secure energy supply

Energy efficiency, 
challenges, eco-friendly 
technology transformation 
requirements

Human Health

Increased distribution 
of diseases and disease 
vectors (e.g., dengue 
fever)

Health planning, ensuring 
access to clean water

Desertification
Displacement, loss of 
arable land, livelihoods

Implementing land 
management, combating 
desertification

Ecosystem changes, loss 
of productive land

Climate-Induced 
Migration

Suffering of people 
who migrate, cultural 
disruptions

Managing displaced 
populations, cultural 
impacts/societal 
insecurity, border security

Ecosystem shifts and 
disruptions based on 
population moves

Armed Conflict 
(Armed conflict over 
depleting resources, 
water wars)

Internal/international 
displacement, death of 
civilians, suffering from 
armed conflict

Geopolitical tensions over 
resources, armed conflict

Further ecosystem 
disruptions due to armed 
conflict

Note: This table is prepared by the authors to show the complexity of the climate security phenomenon. There may be 
many other aspects that can be added or stressed such as societal security, green defense framework, etc. It should also 
be stressed that the prioritization of these implications and referent objects is completely subjective.

The Dilemmas of Climate Security

Differential Impact of Climate Change: Unrave-
ling the Complex Tapestry

Beyond the overarching classification of refer-
ent objects such as planet Earth, human beings, 
and nation-states, the impact of climate change 
is a complex tapestry that defies simplistic cat-
egorization. The notion of “humans” as a uniform 
referent object belies the stark reality that dif-
ferent segments of society experience and per-
ceive climate change in vastly distinct ways. Ur-
ban and rural populations, for instance, confront 
disparate challenges; while rural regions face the 
threats of altered agricultural patterns and wa-
ter scarcity, urban regions may prioritize other 
implications of climate change. Furthermore, the 
generational divide introduces another layer of 
complexity. Younger generations, acutely aware 
of the environmental consequences they are 
set to inherit, often view climate change as an 
urgent and existential crisis more so than older 
generations. 

Expanding our lens to the referent object “na-
tion-states” reveals another myriad of disparities. 
Climate change affects different countries in di-
verse ways, accentuating existing geopolitical 
and socioeconomic inequalities. Island nations, 
for instance, grapple with the imminent threat of 
rising sea levels, making them particularly vulner-
able. Meanwhile, countries with robust economies 
may be better equipped to implement adaptive 
measures yet neglect to implement reform, creat-
ing divergence in their perceived urgency of and 
response to the climate crisis. This regional diver-
gence in vulnerability introduces yet another layer 
to the dilemma of securitization. While some na-
tions might be at the forefront of demanding ur-
gent action, others may perceive climate change 
as a distant concern with less immediate impact. 
This divergence in perception and vulnerability 
poses a profound challenge when attempting to 
construct a cohesive and globally resonant secu-
rity framework. As a novel threat that requires col-
lective action despite its differing impacts, climate 
change challenges the fragmented nature of the 
international system and its established norms. 
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The Profound Dilemma of Securitization

At the core of the ongoing discourse lies another 
profound and nuanced dilemma when it comes 
to securitizing climate change. The act of framing 
climate change as a security issue unveils a com-
plex paradox that necessitates careful considera-
tion. On one side of this tension, there is a palpa-
ble risk of stifling open public political discussion, 
potentially limiting the exchange of ideas crucial 
for collaborative solutions. There is also the con-
cern of invoking emergency measures that might 
infringe upon civil liberties, fostering pessimism 
and a friend-enemy dichotomy, and inadvertently 
encouraging a militarized response to an environ-
mental challenge.

On the other side of this dilemma lies the prom-
ise of prioritizing the issue, garnering increased 
attention, resources, and concerted efforts to 
address the multifaceted dimensions of climate 
change. This optimistic outcome includes the ef-
ficient allocation of resources, agenda setting, 
and gaining support from the public and formal 
audiences such as members of parliament and 
businesspeople, including the establishment of a 
comprehensive strategy to mitigate the impacts 
of climate change.

In navigating this intricate labyrinth, Rita Floyd’s 
Just Securitization Approach emerges not just as 
a solution but as an indispensable tool for poli-
cymakers. It urges them to confront the inherent 
tensions within the securitization dilemma with 
precision and foresight. By emphasizing the ethi-
cal dimensions of securitization, Floyd’s approach 
compels policymakers to critically evaluate the 
potential consequences of their decisions. It plac-
es a spotlight on the delicate balancing act re-
quired to address the urgency of climate change 
while navigating the dangerous pitfalls inherent in 
framing it as a security issue.

Rita Floyd’s Just Securitization 
Approach

Rita Floyd’s Just Securitization Approach pro-
vides a thoughtful and principled response to the 
complexities and challenges associated with the 
securitization of climate change. In the face of in-

creasing environmental threats and the urgency 
to address climate-related risks, Floyd’s approach 
offers a nuanced framework that emphasizes ethi-
cal considerations and responsible decision-mak-
ing.

The core tenets of Floyd’s just securitization ap-
proach revolve around three key criteria that col-
lectively determine the moral rightness of securiti-
zation.3 Firstly, there must be an acknowledgment 
of an objective existential threat, emphasizing a 
danger that imperils the survival of an actor or 
an order. Secondly, the referent object of security 
must be morally legitimate, defined by its contri-
bution to human well-being, encompassing the 
satisfaction of fundamental human needs. Last-
ly, the security response must be appropriately 
aligned with the identified threat and executed 
with sincerity by the securitizing actor.

This approach stands as a potential solution to the 
dilemmas inherent in securitizing climate change. 
Floyd’s emphasis on justice and ethics injects a 
moral dimension into the securitization discourse, 
challenging decision-makers to consider the 
broader implications of their actions. By adopting 
Floyd’s approach, governments are encouraged 
to navigate the intricate landscape of securitiz-
ing climate change with a meticulous and ethical 
mindset. The selection of a just referent object 
becomes a critical aspect of the securitization 
process, ensuring that the chosen entity aligns 
with ethical considerations and promotes societal 
well-being. Additionally, the means employed in 
response to the climate threat must not only be 
proportional to the identified risks but also reflect 
sincerity in the intentions of the securitizing actor.

“But How?”: Operationalizing 
the Just Securitization of Climate 
Change

While the “just securitization” approach shows 
promise in mitigating the risks associated with tra-
ditional securitization and its benefits, it remains 
abstract, and the “how” question is only partially 
answered. How can we operationalize this ap-
proach in real life? Which actors will facilitate this 
just securitization? Who are the legitimate secu-
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ritizing actors? Which referent object should take 
precedence in this just securitization—should it be 
the state, the planet, or human beings? How can 
we overcome the initial dilemma of differentiat-
ing impacts on various people and states? Whose 
preferences will be prioritized in the securitization 
process? The answers to these questions are still 
contested.

Although open to criticism, a potentially effective 
approach for just securitization may involve focus-
ing on human beings rather than the planet or the 
nation-state. Floyd emphasizes that centering on 
state security could be counterproductive, poten-
tially leading to conflict.4 While the eco-centric 
approach, which focuses on the planet and the 
ecosystem, may seem ethically sound, it could 
be too abstract for many people, making it chal-
lenging to garner sufficient support. Prioritizing 
human beings appears to be the most pragmatic 
way forward, reducing the risk of counterproduc-
tive outcomes and ensuring practicality. Placing 
human beings at the center is also influential, as 
both the audience and the referent object will be 
part of the same unit, making this a more promis-
ing approach.

However, selecting human beings as the primary 
referent object does not address all the ques-
tions raised earlier. The question of “which peo-
ple,” stemming from the initial dilemma, remains 
unresolved. Different individuals and groups pos-
sess varying priorities. To navigate this dilemma 
and prevent the emergence of further cleavages 
among different groups, macro-level securitiza-
tion may be preferred. This macro-level securitiza-
tion strategy aims to build a shared understanding 
of common goals and values, mitigating potential 
conflicts arising from divergent priorities and en-
suring a more unified response to the complex is-
sues at hand.

While these suggestions offer a tentative frame-
work for addressing the challenges of just securiti-
zation, it is essential to underscore the provisional 
nature of these proposals. The complexity of the 
issues at hand demands continuous exploration 
and refinement. Further studies are imperative to 
delve into the nuances of implementing macro-
level securitization and to scrutinize its potential 

implications. In this research, an additional di-
lemma surfaces—the risk of over-technicalization 
in climate studies. While researchers with techni-
cal backgrounds can contribute valuable insights, 
there is a danger of limiting the discussion to a 
narrow group with specialized knowledge. This 
exclusivity runs the risk of alienating a broader au-
dience and limiting public political discussion. As 
social scientists, it is imperative to re-politicize the 
climate discourse, ensuring that it remains acces-
sible and relevant to a diverse range of perspec-
tives. This calls for an interdisciplinary approach 
that bridges the technical and social aspects, fos-
tering a more inclusive and comprehensive under-
standing of the climate security paradigm.
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