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place a collective action. At the same time, the study of security
has become more and more specialized, having as a result the
proliferation of separated subjects of study and mutually inde-
pendent disciplines. 

Thus, the development of the modern nation-state and a growing
specialization of state bureaucracy reinforced the mutual autonomy
of national and foreign policies of security. In fact, this division
paved the path to the multiplication of state-governed domains of
security. The result is that today we are accustomed to hear, in the
academic and practical milieu, the word "security" when it is talked
about or reflected upon national security, security at work, social
security, ecological, economical, food security and a few others.
By each of these terms, we refer to issues that generally seem so
distant from each other that we frequently forget that each of these
phrases share the word "security". At times, also, the discourse of
specialists in a certain discipline can outright usurp the term "secu-
rity" as if it belonged to them exclusively. In this way, political sci-
entists and international relations scholars use to speak of
"questions of security" to refer to the issues of national security
(which is often reduced to questions related to the defense of the
State). This specialization, however, is understandable if we take
into account the complexity of the specific problems that security
poses in each of these fields. 

Nonetheless, lately a need emerged to re-connect these discourses
and security strategies (which have always been related in our
everyday lives and in everyday speech) in the political activities
and in the academic reflection. This need is due at least to two reasons:

1. We have understood that to pursue one dimension of
security in isolation can draw insecurity in others. Thus, a
state that tries to preserve its national security at all costs
and invests an excessive amount of funds to buy weapons
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WHY NOT HUMAN SECURITY?1 *

1. One security, many securities 

We use the term "security" in many contexts, and not accidentally.
Some would say that ordinary language is imperfect and ambigu-
ous, but it works quite well, and there is a reason for almost every-
thing in it. For instance, there are good reasons indeed for the
usage of the word "security" referring to notions that appear to be
very dissimilar. 

Etymologically, the word "security" derives from Latin sine cura
(without care, without preoccupation), and certainly there are
many moments of our life in which we would like to act in a more
carefree manner than we can normally allow ourselves. We would
like not to worry about our health or the possibility of losing our
job. We would prefer not to care about the additives instilled in the
food we consume. It seems like a dream to walk alone anytime
and anywhere without having to look suspiciously behind. We
would like to have the security that we will not lack food and shel-
ter if one day we are unable to take care of ourselves, and the
security that no one will come and take away our house or our
crop. Our fears definitely vary and derive from diverse sources, but
they have in common our very human desire to reduce our suffer-
ings and anxieties as much as possible. Undoubtedly, we all know
that we will never see ourselves completely free from these fears,
but it is equally certain that we all tend to avoid them as much as
possible. 

Along with the increase of the complexity of human affairs, and of
our analytical capacities, human beings have felt the need of sepa-
rating different domains of security when it came to putting in
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mutual destruction. Along with "common security", in the last few
decades other concepts, also of a broad scope, were coined,
such as "global security" or "sustainable security". However, the
most widespread, most influential and most debated of these con-
cepts is that of "human security". The origin of the term is uncer-
tain and disputed, but it seems clear that the rapid spreading of
the term was triggered off after its adoption by the United Nations
Development Program (UNDP) in its Report on Human Develop-
ment 1994, whose title was precisely New Dimensions of Human
Security. Besides, it seems that the initial attempts to define and
characterize the concept exhaustively are due to the Human
Development Report Office, HDRO. 

The mentioned report of 1994 claimed that the concept of security
that was dominant in the last decades, a concept that understands
security as security of territory against exterior aggression, as pro-
tection of national interests or in the best case as a global security
against the threat of a nuclear holocaust, is too narrow. Moreover,
these traditional conceptions of security are excessively centered
on the security of nation-states, forgetting that the priority should
be the security of people and that the search for the former can
only be justified as the means for the latter. 

It is not difficult to understand why the HDRO finds necessary to
adopt a complex conception of security. The restrictive interpreta-
tions of security have had some undesirable consequences such
as the subordination of the security of people to that of the State,
expressed in the ancient Latin dictum: dulce et decorum est pro
patria mori ("it is sweet and dignified to die for the homeland").
Moreover, the defense of State's security historically was often
reduced to military defense, which has promoted militarism, in
greater or lesser degree, with all of its disadvantages. Finally, the
military search for State's security traditionally detracted enor-
mous economic and human resources, to the detriment of many
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can provoke a sizeable increase of economic or health inse-
curity of its population. With the outcome that its citizens
might feel very insecure (since they find themselves threat-
ened by poverty, disease or crime). The fact that they can
count on the most powerful army in the region would not
provide much comfort in this situation. 

2. Moreover, to confront unilaterally one form of insecurity
might turn to be inefficient if its causal relations with other
sources are not taken into account. For example, the fight
against drug trafficking, armed insurgency or terrorism
using exclusively military means can turn to be inefficient
because economic insecurity - or insecurity of some other
type - is ignored, when there may lay the explanation why
farmers cultivate cocaine, or why new generations of insur-
gents or terrorists replace those defeated by the security
forces. 

For these two reasons and some others, various concepts of a
broad scope have lately appeared which try to vindicate, in differ-
ent degrees, this need to feel secure simultaneously when con-
fronted with diverse threats, a need that was already
encompassed, more or less imprecisely, by the everyday concept
of "security".

2. Origins and justification of the concept "human
security"

One example is provided by the Report of the Palme Commission,
which adopted the concept of "common security", a clear
antecedent of the notion of "human security". That report stressed,
among other conclusions, that international security should rest
on the commitment of joint survival rather than on the threat of
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In relation to this second aspect, the economist and philosopher
Amartya Sen, one of the most outstanding defenders of the con-
cept, raises an interesting point. According to him, when a situa-
tion ameliorates from the economic point of view, everybody often
lives better, but when the scenario deteriorates one gets a more
precise measure of human inequality, because the negative situa-
tion affects in very different degrees the lives of different groups of
people.2 On the other hand, Ulrich Beck (1997) pointed out that
the inequality in contemporary societies is more and more a matter
of inequality in the distribution of risks. Thus, there is a need for
any society to reduce the vulnerability of its weakest members
concerning adversities of any type (economical, environmental,
health, food crisis, etc.)

In May, 1999, a Conference of ministers was held in Lysøen (Nor-
way) at the request of the governments of Canada and Norway. In
this conference, human security was defined as "freedom from
pervasive threats to people's rights, their safety or even their lives."
In addition, it is affirmed: "Safety is the hallmark of freedom from
fear, while well-being is the target of freedom from want. Human
security and human development are thus two sides of the same
coin, mutually reinforcing and leading to a conducive environment
for each other."3 In this way, the Conference insisted on an idea
that was already been present in the 1994 UNDP Report: the idea
that human security and human development, although different
concepts, are tightly related. 

In January, 2001, a Commission on Human Security was created
after an initiative of the Japanese government. This commission
worked for two years on the elaboration of the Human Security
Report, which was presented in May, 2003. In this report (p. 4),
human security is defined in these terms:
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other goods that are necessary for the complete security of peo-
ple: education, health services, disaster prevention, etc. 

The new concept of "human security", instead, means a change of
stress: it is not a matter of defending territory as much as it is to
safeguard the security of people in every dimension. Moreover,
the UNDP proposes that the fundamental instrument for this can-
not be weapons or armies, but a human sustainable development.
Several bodies and agencies of the United Nations system rapid-
ly adopted such appeal to focus security more on people and less
on the nation-states. This statement also applies to Secretary General,
Kofi Annan, who, in his "Millennium Report", talks about the need
of an approach to security more centered on human beings.

Besides being centered on human beings, human security consti-
tutes a conception of security that seeks to prevent the risks rather
than to act a posteriori, and holds that the different sources of our
insecurity are often related. These sources of insecurity are, on the
other hand, very diverse, what obliges to consider the human
security as a multidimensional concept with numerous compo-
nents. Thus, the 1994 UNDP Report enumerates, at least, the following:

- Economic security
- Food security
- Health security
- Environmental security
- Personal security
- Community security
- Political security

According to UNDP, the human security includes two principal
aspects:

1. Safety from chronic threats such as disease and repression 
2. Protection from specific crisis of various types 
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is broad and vague. Moreover, as Roland Paris (2001) pointed out,
it will be difficult to make the concept more precise. The reason is
that one of the strengths of the concept of human security consists
in creating a broad coalition of social movements, governments,
NGOs and international bodies with diverse strategies and goals;
and some of these partners, Paris points out, could leave the coali-
tion if the concept becomes more precise in one way or another.
In addition, if the concept continues to be deliberately broad and
vague there is the risk that it might be reduced to a useful slogan
for social mobilization, making difficult its application to academic
research or to the elaboration of real policies.6

Another danger, pointed out by some critics, is the possible use of
this term to justify actions that would be rather an extension of the
traditional agenda of political realism than a genuinely alternative
approach to security. Once again, the ambiguity of the term
"human security" would favor these abuses to the initial idea. Thus,
as we have seen, while the Human Development Report Office
tends to perceive human security as a natural continuation of the
human development discourse, the same concept has sometimes
served for quite different purposes of some governments that form
part of the colorful coalition for human security. For example, the
government of Canada tried to justify the NATO bombardments on
Kosovo (previously advocated, without success, by the Canadian
government before the Security Council, whose member it was at
that time) invoking the notion of human security. This line of argu-
mentation is clearly present in Paul Heinbecker, a high official of
the Canadian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade. Heinbecker
(1999) argues that the NATO war against Serbia was a war for
human security. Moreover, he justifies the decision of his govern-
ment when, after failing to persuade the Security Council to
approve the attacks on Kosovo and Serbia, decided to proceed
with the attacks anyway, alongside with other member states of
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To protect the vital core of all human lives in ways that
enhances human freedoms and human fulfillment. Human
security means protecting fundamental freedoms - free-
doms that are the essence of life. It means protecting peo-
ple from critical (severe) and pervasive (widespread) threats
and situations. It means using processes that build on peo-
ple's strengths and aspirations. It means creating political,
social, environmental, economic, military and cultural sys-
tems that together give people the building blocks of sur-
vival, livelihood and dignity.4

Furthermore, this report insists in conceiving human security as a
protection from any kind of threats, what allows understanding it
in terms of the exercise of the freedom to act without illegitimate
restrictions. The report insists also upon the need to train and
"empower" individuals and groups. 

As far as the institutional support is concerned, it is interesting to
point out that besides UNDP, numerous NGOs have accepted this
concept, whereas some countries (which, like Canada and Japan,
is appropriate to characterize as "intermediate powers") have
adopted it as a central theoretical concept of their foreign policies.
Moreover, a relatively numerous group of states have entered the
"Human Security Network". The UN, on the other hand, has found
this concept to be a useful tool in order to link and coordinate the
actions of several organizations and programs, like WHO, UNDP,
etc. Finally, the heterogeneous forces assembled around the con-
cept of "human security" have achieved some important, practical
goals, such as a considerably effective treaty on landmines.5

3. Criticism of the concept of "human security"

Nonetheless, the concept of human security has received some
criticism. Perhaps the most repeated complaint is that the concept
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4) A term defined and used by the Western elites to impose
their own conceptions of the world order to those who are
excluded from the construction process of this concept
(countries and cultures of the Third World, women, minori-
ties...).

If one takes into account these objections, it does not seem sur-
prising that some critics propose, in some cases, the abandon-
ment of the concept; and in other cases, its delimitation in order to
attribute to it a more precise, though less ambitious, use. For
example, Paris (2001) proposes the attribution of a merely taxo-
nomic role to the term "human security". 

3. Give the concept a chance 

Now, is it possible to aspire to more ambitious and legitimate uses
of the concept of human security, uses that comply more with the
aspirations of those who initially coined it? In the remaining part of
this paper I will attempt to argue in favour of this possibility. 

We can recognize that the concept is very broad and is under con-
struction. One could say, however, the same of the concepts of
human rights and human development, whose practical and theo-
retical effectiveness are widely accepted. These concepts, like that
of human security, have not been waiting to be discovered either
in the (natural or social) world or in some kind of Platonic heaven.
These concepts have been constructed along with the human his-
tory. It is also true that this construction is not equivalent to creatio
ex nihilo. Even though the content of the concepts of security,
human rights or development is something to agree about (and, in
fact, something that was historically agreed to, at least to some
extent), it is also true that human condition, what we are and the
circumstances that surround us, impose some limits on the con-
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NATO. For sure, those who first coined the term "human security"
could not envision its use in such fallacious argumentations. In this
way, the concept of human security could end up fulfilling quite
different, even opposite roles to those initially conceived: from pro-
posing an alternative conception of security, based on human
development, to justifying new variants of political realism, and
particularly, great powers' armed interventions outside their borders.

Nevertheless, some have noticed these abuses. Woodward
(1999), for instance, points out that the NATO military campaign
did not improve human security in Kosovo. Texts as this one show
that the concept, in spite of its ambiguity, rebels against those
usages that overtly tow it away from the initial framework. 

To sum up, there is a widespread complaint concerning the
scarce precision of the concept of human security. According to
critics, the concept, because of this ambiguity, could become
either: 

1) A purely redundant concept that, precisely because of its
historical and definitional links to those of human develop-
ment and human rights, would not add much to them and
would serve only to create more confusion in fields already
burdened by tedious theoretical debates.7

2) A mere mobilizing slogan, without precise definition, to
which resort to when there is an interest in forming coali-
tions of groups that are heterogeneous in identity and con-
victions (NGOs, governments, international organizations...).
3) A dulcified version of the old concepts of security tied to
political realism, with the aggravating factor that the global-
ist identity of human security would serve to justify military
interventions unilaterally decided by great powers such as
the United States, or powerful alliances such as NATO.
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definitions are different. The problem does not come from a lack
of precision, but from disagreement. It is not the case that some-
one needs to learn the only definition of "human rights"; the case
is rather that, given that the term expresses a constructed con-
cept, everyone has the right to propose his or her own definition
(although not any definition). Anyhow, despite of these difficulties,
few people today would propose to drop the discourse on human
rights, and few people would fail to recognize that this concept has
been useful in order to provide foundations for laws, to criticize
abuses or to build alliances against authoritarianism, injustice and
discrimination.

The critics of the concept of human security mix often two differ-
ent issues: that of precision and that of unanimity. Therefore, it is
not surprising that some point out that the concept is not precise,
that it is ambiguous, because there is no unanimity in the defini-
tion. However, unanimity in the definition will probably never
emerge, just as it will probably never be reached around the defi-
nition of the terms "human rights" or "human development". For the
reason that the concepts to which we refer to by means of these
terms are, as I have indicated, constructed concepts and it is legiti-
mate that diverse theoretical foci construct them in different ways. 

The existence of discrepancies concerning the definition of a cer-
tain term, however, does not absolve the advocates of such a defi-
nition of the responsibility to make the concept - human security,
human rights or whatever - as precise and operational as possible.
Anybody, therefore, will have the right to criticize the academic
users of the concept of human security if they do not explain clearly
the meaning of the term, if they do not specify how to measure the
levels of human security in a given context, and which precise
actions to adopt in order to increase these levels. In this sense, it
would be useful to propose indexes of human security that would
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struction of the concept. In particular, human beings share, as
members of the species, certain basic needs, although it is neces-
sary to recognize two assertions: firstly, it turns out to be very dif-
ficult for us to agree upon the exact list of the basic needs;
secondly, these needs are satisfied in ways that vary enormously
according to different epochs and cultures. Moreover, human
beings share many fears (of hunger, of physical harm, of psycho-
logical peril...), some of them tied directly to deficient satisfaction
of those basic needs, although every culture and every individual
trace and approach these fears in different ways, and add to the
list their own.8 Correspondingly, human beings share a certain
aspiration to security with certain common traits, although other
components are cultural or idiosyncratic. 

At a certain historical moment (well into the twentieth century),
some consensus was reached around the need to discuss human
rights and write down a Declaration (more universal in its intended
reach than in the real unanimous support from all societies and all
cultures) stating which are these rights. Certainly, what we are as
human beings would not be compatible with any list; but no one
can deny that the list could have been somewhat different to the
one actually adopted, among other reasons because those who
agreed on it had different conceptions about what we are as
human beings. And, indeed, the conviction that the list could have
been different was confirmed when, some time later, several rights
were added (the rights of the second and the third generation, as
they are called) in the context of a long debate that still goes on. 

The fact that the term "human rights" has, in its collective use, a
largely undetermined meaning does not imply that every person
that uses it has a vague or confused understanding of what human
rights are. Two persons might give perfectly precise definitions of
human rights and not agreeing, for example, on whether rights
should be attributed to groups or only to individuals, because their
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in the contexts of academic research and design of policies and in
such contexts it is foreseeable and legitimate that the search for
precision will produce disagreements. As for the claim number 3,
it will not be realizable generally, especially when task number 2 is
not accomplished, so it is better to forget about it. At most, one
could expect that the concept of human security provide us with a
starting point to discuss security policies.

If a concept of human security answering to the above-mentioned
demands is not realizable, how can we evaluate the usefulness of
an alternative concept? Two criteria should be used:

1. its potential for political mobilization 
2. its theoretic usefulness to analyze real states of affairs
and to propose alternative courses of action

As far as the mobilizing capacity is concerned, the critics of the
concept do not generally deny it. In fact, the general criticism is
usually that the term, because of its ambiguity, is only useful to
generate broad coalitions on issues such as the fight against land-
mines, but due precisely to this ambiguity, cannot fulfill other tasks
requiring more precision.10 We, therefore, can take it for granted
that the concept meets the first criterion reasonably well and we
can hope that it will keep doing so in the future, if a sufficient num-
ber of organizations and states accept it and the academic com-
munity devotes more effort to make it useful and credible than to
stigmatize it.

As far as the second criterion is concerned, it is clear that once we
give up complete unanimity the most we can assess, regarding
the theoretic uses of the term, is the fruitfulness of each particular
conception of human security and its applicability to the analysis
of particular cases and to the proposal of measures promoting
security. At this point, one could argue: if we allow such a plurali-
ty, why not use different terms in each case instead of talking in all
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make this concept operational, just as the Human Development
Index has made operational the concept of human development.9

Now, what to say about the uses of the term as a mobilizing slo-
gan? It is not surprising that those who use the term "human secu-
rity" to unite their wills in a specific campaign (against landmines
or against the security policy of a state) are not in the position to
specify a more precise definition. Since their goals are not aca-
demic and it is not their business to devise, in the manner of offi-
cials of a government or international agency, a program of
measures. What they need to do is to convoke a coalition, as
broad as possible, around the common components of the
respective definitions of human security. The coalitions will vary
depending of the aim of the campaign, and so can vary, therefore,
the common components. However, such circumstances should
not cast doubt on the legitimacy and usefulness of these mobiliza-
tions, just as it would be out of place to question the legitimacy
and usefulness of the mobilizations for human rights simply
because the participants in each of these do not share a unique
conception of the precise meaning of the term "human rights".

To sum up, it would be too much to ask for a definition of human
security that at the same time:

1. is precise 
2. is unanimously accepted by academics and political actors
3. provides us with the decision algorithm when it comes to
deciding what to do in order to improve the levels of human
security in a specific context
4. is capable of unifying the efforts of diverse groups and
mobilize them. 

The demand for precision must be lessened when it comes to set-
ting out on the task number 4 and it would be incompatible with
the claim number 2. Precision, nevertheless, is naturally required



being distorted.11 It is open to discussion whether the concept will
exclude many or few security policies, but the concept would pre-
serve its interest if it happens to be incompatible with some visions
of security that are predominant, in fact, in the academic circles
and, in particular, in international politics. I will illustrate this asser-
tion with a few examples. 

The concept of human security provides us with a good set of
arguments against the security policy of the current U.S. Adminis-
tration. Among the components of such policy we can recall its
unilateralism, its resistance to accept the jurisdiction of organiza-
tions such as the International Criminal Court, its reliance on mili-
tary technology and war as the main answers to terrorism, its
refusal to become part of international environmental agreements
such as the Kyoto Protocol, and its permissiveness in the produc-
tion and sale of weapons. Now, such a set of political options can
be seen as pathology of security. This means that these policies
are sacrificing the fundamental components of our security to pro-
mote, with a questionable success, exclusively one aspect of
security.

The concept, also, allows us to criticize the NATO bombardments
on the former Yugoslavia because that strategy did not have as a
principal goal the protection of the civilian population, regardless
of the national or ethnic affiliation of the population, and it certainly
did not achieve that goal, either in the short or the long term.

Finally, the concept of human security provides several arguments
against fundamental aspects of the security policy of the president
Álvaro Uribe Vélez and previous Colombian administrations, as
laid out by Henry Salgado Ruiz (2004).12

Examples as these illustrate that the concept of human security
can be useful to criticize current security policies and to develop
alternative proposals for particular situations. I believe, therefore,
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of the cases, equivocally, about "human security". For two rea-
sons, at least:

1) Firstly, because those who debate on the characterization and
scope of human security usually agree on a great deal of the com-
ponents that should be included in the definition of human securi-
ty, perceive their disagreements as disagreements on the same
concept and tend to reduce these disagreements by means of dis-
cussion and persuasion.

2) Secondly, it is convenient to keep the same term because of the
mobilizing capacity of the concept. In this way, those using it in
political action will benefit from various theoretic contributions
developed by academics, even when these do not agree com-
pletely among themselves. 

5. The concept in action 

The actions of governments, of numerous NGOs and social move-
ments, of organizations such as WHO, UNDP or UNHCR are pro-
moting already, in fact, human security, although in an
unsatisfactory and fragmentary manner. We need, however, a
concept that is able to articulate these actions and make them
coherent; a concept that cannot be imposed, but constructed taking
into account different traditions of thinking as well as different cul-
tures. A concept that can serve as a tool for the criticism of those
policies that, although presented as promoters of security, pro-
duce more insecurity than security, policies that can be portrayed,
consequently, as pathologies of security.

It is not right to assert, as some have done, that the concept of
"human security" is compatible with virtually any particular security
policy. In spite of the openness of the concept, it is not true that it
can be extended to accommodate any security policy without

H O W  T O  T E A C H  A B O U T  E V I L / 1 8



Bibliography

ANDERSON, Malcolm, and APAP, Joanna (2002) "Changing Conceptions of
Security and their Implications for EU Justice and Home Affairs Cooperation".
Centre for European Policy Studies, CEPS Brief no. 26, October 2002.
ANNAN, Kofi A. (2000) Millennium Report of the Secretary-General of the UN
-'We the Peoples - The Role of the United Nations in the 21st Century'. New
York: United Nations Department of Public Information. http://www.un.org/mil-
lennium/sg/report/
BAJPAI, Kanti (2000) "Human Security: Concept and Measurement", Krok
Institute Occasional Paper No. 19.
BECK, Ulrich (1997) La sociedad del riesgo. Barcelona: Paidós.
CLAY, E., and STOKKE, O. (2000) Food Aid and Human Security. London:
Frank Cass Publishers.
CURBET, Jaume (2003) "Paz impuesta, seguridad ilusoria (segunda parte).
La seguridad es el sucedáneo de la paz". Gobernabilidad y seguridad
sostenible, 25 February 2003. http://www.iigov.org
EDSON, Sarah (2001) "Human Security: an Extended and Annotated Interna-
cional Bibliography". Cambridge: Centre for History and Economics. King's
College, University of Cambridge.
GRAHAM, D., and POKU, N. (2000) Migration, Globalisation, and Human
Security. London: Routledge.
HEINBECKER, Paul (1999) "Human Security," Canadian Foreign Policy, Vol.
7, n. 1, 19-25.
HEINBECKER, Paul (2000) "Human Security: The Hard Edge." Canadian Mil-
itary Journal, vol. 1, n. 1.
HUMAN DEVELOPMENT REPORT OFFICE (1994) Human Development
Report 1994: New Dimensions of Human Security. http://hdr.undp.org
/reports/global/1994/en
JONES, Richard W. (1999) Security, Strategy and Critical Theory. Boulder:
Lynne Riener.
MATSUMAE, T., and CHEN, L. (eds.) (1995) Common Security in Asia: New
Concepts in Human Security. Tokyo: Tokai University Press.
MAX-NEEF, Manfred, ELIZALDE, Antonio, and HOPENHAYN, Martín (1998)
"Desarrollo y necesidades humanas", in MAX-NEEF, Manfred (ed.) Desarrol-
lo a escala humana. Conceptos, aplicaciones y algunas reflexiones.
Barcelona, 37-68.
McRAE, R., and HUBERT, D. (eds.) (2001) Human Security and the New
Diplomacy: Protecting People, Promoting Peace. Montreal: McGill-Queen's
University Press.
OBREGÓN, Isidre (2003) "Aproximación a los conceptos de seguridad
sostenible y de seguridad humana e identificación de las entidades que los

2 1 /  H O W  T O  T E A C H  A B O U T  E V I L

that we ought to give the concept a chance, as we once did with
"human rights" or "human development". 
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