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In an increasingly interdependent world, nations and peoples must think afresh about how we 

manage our joint activities, advance our shared interests, and confront our common threats. No 

shift in the way we think or act is more critical than that of putting people at the centre of 

everything we do. This is the essence of human security (Kofi A. Annan 2001).  

 

Why Human Security? 

Historically, International security discourse and politics had been dominated by a focus on the 

threat to survival; military threat to the nation state. This increases fear and competition between 

nations, with decisions made by governments and elites in alliance with or against other nations. 

In September 2012 the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution on Human Security, 

enabling the UN to apply this approach in its work worldwide. It thereby opened a door through 

which security – traditionally the preserve of governments – becomes a joint concern of 

governments and civil society. Human security makes individuals and not the state the referent 

object, examining insecurities suffered by people, combining human rights and human 

development. Fundamentally the threat people need to be secured from is violence; freedom 

from fear, freedom from want and the right to dignity. These fears rise as a result of 

underdevelopment, poor governance, poor state capacity, corruption and social divisions.  

In the 21st century human security is of critical importance with an ability to protect people as 

well as safeguarding states. There are more conflicts within nations, not between nations. Our 

contemporary interconnected world has integrating states through layers of global governance, 

increasing trade, and connections in the global economy, widening the gap between 

beneficiaries, and those in an ever-rising poverty trap. Developed countries face increasing 

mental and physical health insecurity as a result of capitalist consumer driven fast paced urban 

living. The planet earth is facing environmental changes that are a critical threat to the entire 

world.  The advancement of science and digital technology brings us closer whilst closing the 

gap between the government and civil society, disclosing state corruption and allowing new 

vehicles for public opinion to be shared and heard globally. We are united by our essence as 

human beings, regardless of our sex, ethnicity, race, religion or nation. We have a responsibility 

and need to protect. We find purpose, happiness and security in nature and creativity, culture, 



Harpreet Kaur 
March 2013 

2 

love and belonging; all things that must be valued, invested in and nurtured in the name of 

human security for the universal survival and justification of the human race. For human security 

to work a people-centred, interdisciplinary approach is key. 

National Security vs. Human Security? 

National security is preoccupied with external threats to the state and fails to acknowledge that 

numerous governments have and continue to harm their own citizens. The majority of 

developing nations are not liberal and it is these that often face domestic problems and have 

their human rights threatened. It is undemocratic countries that are more likely to hurt their own 

people, and democracies are inherently less likely to commit war against each other and harm 

their own citizens. Genocide has killed millions of people and one of the worst cases is that of 

the Khymer Rouge in Cambodia, who in four years of governing were able to slaughter over 31 

per cent of the nation’s people until it was invaded by Vietnam. Therefore contemporary states, 

largely Western ones are faced with the dilemma of whether or not they should provide military 

aid, or sell military arms to developing nations. In such cases national and human security are in 

direct tension, and making them relate and work together does not seem possible. But the 

national security agenda alone fails to prioritize the need to protect lives. 

 

National and Human Security – a combined approach 

Freedom from want is a key aspect of the human security agenda and must take primacy in 

security policy and practice. Millions of people in the world are dying from hunger and disease, 

this did not happen by accident. 1/6th of the world’s population receive 80% of the world’s 

income, 57% of the global population consume only 6% of this. Growing inequality and 

widespread poverty characterizes the neo-liberal era; globalization is unevenly benefiting the 

majority of humanity. If material sufficiency lies at the heart of human security then states have a 

critical role in achieving this as they possess both the authority and responsibility to attend to the 

security needs of citizens. For example, in many countries all over the world woman and girls 

are deliberately given less food and education compared to men. This inequality threatens their 

health security and increases their vulnerability to HIV/AIDS. Achieving freedom from want in 

this case requires state action to ensure this gender equality is decreased, so both national and 

human security need to relate and work together with the latter being of primary importance. The 

2009 Arab Human Development Report argues that human security and national security are 

‘both sides of the same coin’ allowing broader human development and security, and does not 
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dismiss the legitimacy of either, despite acknowledging that foreign interventions from 

international powers have had a damaging impact on the Arab region.  

 

Just Governance 

No nation can protect the security of its people without some global understanding and 

agreements. The world of global governance such as the United Nations is beginning to 

recognise that we need to be more strategic in developing international diplomacy and foreign 

policy and use the information that science and technology give us in advance to avoid spending 

billions of dollars on aid and humanitarian assistance in times of crisis. This could be avoided if 

governments spend more time discussing the economic and social impact of decisions made on 

people in their nations and in others, than focusing on building military power and economic 

advantage. There is too often a huge imbalance between national and human security. Why are 

third world leaders spending more on arms than on the health and education of their people? 

Why do they have more soldiers than doctors? How can they afford air-conditioned jeeps for 

their generals when they lack even windowless school-rooms for their children? The first world is 

not innocent in all of this. Extractive industries from America, Canada, Europe and Australia 

have and continue to take from African countries, stripping them of their abundant natural 

resources such as oil and diamonds by coming into agreements with corrupt leaders with little of 

the benefits reaching civil society of these poor nations, but a small number of the elite. There is 

a critical need for honest and just governance with new legislation that considers the needs and 

impact on human beings and the environment. Non-Western actors need to be brought into the 

discussion so that policies are made with them, not for them, with a wide range of actors 

involved. Globalization is unevenly benefiting the majority of humanity in terms of growing 

inequality and widespread poverty, so to close this gap there needs to be a move from the state 

level to putting people first. 

 

The Gender Divide 

An expanded human security concept as a tool of universalist global governance has the 

potential to identify the needs of women in both the West and the developing world. When 

looking at war specifically, men and women play different roles, and more men die in combat, as 

it is largely men who are trained as combatants. But women are much larger in number of 

civilian casualities, die from disease, malnutrition, sexual violence and accidents. Women’s 

empowerment is key, not only to protect women’s health, welfare, education and safety from 
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violence, but the potential and position they require access to as peace builders and leaders in 

achieving key human security concerns for both sexes. Amnesty International report that 

atrocities against women are carried out by different countries in every region of the world, and 

under every system of government; violence against women is far from being a problem of the 

developing world, it’s a global issue. Women have faced discrimination, obstacles and exclusion 

from decision-making due to gender gaps in capability (education) and opportunity. The 21st 

century is seeing an increase in women’s education in Latin America and the Caribbean, and 

East Asia; this must lead to the opportunity gap being tightened. The second industrial 

revolution relying on skills and dexterity rather than muscular strength is allowing women to 

assume leadership, they have a comparative advantage. Increasing democratization world over 

is empowering women in the political field. But there is still so much work left to be done by men 

and women, for men and women.  

 

Environment and Climate Change 

A huge deal of human security is related to people’s access to natural resources and 

vulnerabilities to environmental change. This change is directly and indirectly affected by human 

activities and conflicts. What is required is a combined approach to sustainable security and 

sustainable development. Efforts to better the lives of people will fail if essential resources and 

life support systems are not conserved and enhanced. If we want to argue the case for 

protecting the security and safety of humans, this goes hand in hand with protecting nature and 

maintaining an abundance of resources. How else will human beings survive? Fighting over land 

and borders, making selling and buying military weapons in the long term can only lead to 

destruction. What is required is a shared approach to preserving what we have for the future. 

Sustainable security allows for the integration of state, humans and the environment. A 

changing environment cannot be simply seen as a threat to the livelihood of people, but as an 

opportunity. Its preservation is directly relevant to the lives and well-being of all people, 

particularly the most destitute, in both developed and developing countries. Current 

environmental degradation is increasing the potential for deprivation, displacement and 

disempowerment. Science and technology have the answers to work with politicians to invest 

time and money in critical areas to protect both people and planet.  

 

The Caux Approach to achieving Human Security 

The Caux Forum explores Human Security through five of its components – just governance, 
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inclusive economics, healing memory, intercultural dialogue and living sustainably. Each of 

these offers opportunities for creative initiatives at every level from the individual up to 

government policy. 

These initiatives call for many capacities; the Caux Forums focus particularly on the attitudes 

and relationships that make collaborative approaches possible. It brings together people from a 

wide range of backgrounds, enabling participants to discover how to work together across 

cultural, religious, economic and philosophical divides. Forum participants are now working with 

the South Sudan Government on a five-year programme for national reconciliation, in the Sahel 

countries on projects for land restoration, in Eastern Europe on dialogue between opposing 

factions in tense situations. 

Going Forward 

Human security is not just a policy tool or superficial theory. Through continued participation and 

intercultural dialogues between different countries, between state and non-state actors at every 

level, including international organizations with the support of the state, human security can do 

more than simply push the moral card. This is not a simple task, but to dismiss this ongoing 

need and challenge is to turn a blind eye and allow hegemonic power to prevail, resulting in the 

insecurities of millions being ignored. An interdisciplinary approach between scientists, 

technologists, creatives, politicians, and academics that is transnational and intercultural is 

required for real change and sustainable outcomes; to achieve human security.  
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