
Human Security

Human security is
the latest in a long line of neologisms—including common security, global se-
curity, cooperative security, and comprehensive security—that encourage pol-
icymakers and scholars to think about international security as something
more than the military defense of state interests and territory. Although
deªnitions of human security vary, most formulations emphasize the welfare
of ordinary people. Among the most vocal promoters of human security are
the governments of Canada and Norway, which have taken the lead in estab-
lishing a “human security network” of states and nongovernmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) that endorse the concept.1 The term has also begun to appear in
academic works,2 and is the subject of new research projects at several major
universities.3
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Some commentators argue that human security represents a new paradigm
for scholars and practitioners alike. Despite these claims, however, it remains
unclear whether the concept of human security can serve as a practical guide
for academic research or governmental policymaking. As Daniel Deudney has
written in another context, “Not all neologisms are equally plausible or use-
ful.”4 Two problems, in particular, limit the usefulness of the human security
concept for students and practitioners of international politics. First, the con-
cept lacks a precise deªnition. Human security is like “sustainable develop-
ment”—everyone is for it, but few people have a clear idea of what it means.
Existing deªnitions of human security tend to be extraordinarily expansive
and vague, encompassing everything from physical security to psychological
well-being, which provides policymakers with little guidance in the prioritiza-
tion of competing policy goals and academics little sense of what, exactly, is to
be studied.
Second, the most ardent backers of human security appear to have an inter-

est in keeping the term expansive and vague. The idea of human security is the
glue that holds together a jumbled coalition of “middle power” states, devel-
opment agencies, and NGOs—all of which seek to shift attention and resources
away from conventional security issues and toward goals that have tradition-
ally fallen under the rubric of international development. As a unifying con-
cept for this coalition, human security is powerful precisely because it lacks
precision and thereby encompasses the diverse perspectives and objectives of
all the members of the coalition. The term, in short, appears to be slippery by
design. Cultivated ambiguity renders human security an effective campaign
slogan, but it also diminishes the concept’s usefulness as a guide for academic
research or policymaking.
This is not to say that human security is merely “hot air” or empty rhetoric.

The political coalition that now uses human security as a rallying cry has
chalked up signiªcant accomplishments, including the signing of an anti-
personnel land mines convention and the imminent creation of an interna-
tional criminal court. The alliance of some states and advocacy groups has al-
tered the landscape of international politics since the end of the Cold War, as
Richard Price and others have shown.5 But to say that human security has
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served as an effective rallying cry is different from claiming that the concept of-
fers a useful framework for analysis, as some of its proponents maintain.6

Campaign slogans can be consequential without being well deªned. The im-
pact of Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society rhetoric, for example, was arguably
signiªcant—serving as a focal point for political supporters of his reformist so-
cial agenda—but the exact meaning of the term “great society” was obscure.
Similarly, one can support the political goals of the human security coalition
while recognizing that the idea of human security itself is a muddle.
This article proceeds as follows. First, I examine existing deªnitions of hu-

man security. Second, I explore the limits of human security as a practical
guide for academic research and policymaking. Third, I examine recent efforts
to narrow the deªnition of human security. Fourth, I consider ways in which
the concept might, despite its limitations, make a contribution to the study of
international relations and security.

What Is Human Security?

The ªrst major statement concerning human security appeared in the 1994 Hu-
man Development Report, an annual publication of the United Nations Develop-
ment Programme (UNDP). “The concept of security,” the report argues, “has
for too long been interpreted narrowly: as security of territory from external
aggression, or as protection of national interests in foreign policy or as global
security from the threat of nuclear holocaust....Forgotten were the legitimate
concerns of ordinary people who sought security in their daily lives.”7 This cri-
tique is clear and forceful, but the report’s subsequent proposal for a new con-
cept of security—human security—lacks precision: “Human security can be
said to have two main aspects. It means, ªrst, safety from such chronic threats
as hunger, disease and repression. And second, it means protection from sud-
den and hurtful disruptions in the patterns of daily life—whether in homes, in
jobs or in communities.”8 The scope of this deªnition is vast: Virtually any
kind of unexpected or irregular discomfort could conceivably constitute a
threat to one’s human security. Perhaps anticipating this criticism, the authors
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of the report identify seven speciªc elements that comprise human security: (1)
economic security (e.g., freedom from poverty); (2) food security (e.g., access to
food); (3) health security (e.g., access to health care and protection from dis-
eases); (4) environmental security (e.g., protection from such dangers as envi-
ronmental pollution and depletion); (5) personal security (e.g., physical safety
from such things as torture, war, criminal attacks, domestic violence, drug use,
suicide, and even trafªc accidents); (6) community security (e.g., survival of
traditional cultures and ethnic groups as well as the physical security of these
groups); and (7) political security (e.g., enjoyment of civil and political rights,
and freedom from political oppression). This list is so broad that it is difªcult
to determine what, if anything, might be excluded from the deªnition of hu-
man security. Indeed the drafters of the report seem distinctly uninterested in
establishing any deªnitional boundaries. Instead they make a point of com-
mending the “all-encompassing” and “integrative” qualities of the human se-
curity concept, which they apparently view as among the concept’s major
strengths.9

Today the UNDP’s 1994 deªnition of human security remains the most
widely cited and “most authoritative” formulation of the term,10 although
different members of the human security coalition have customized the
deªnition to suit their own particular interests. According to the government of
Japan, for example, the concept of human security “comprehensively covers
all the measures that threaten human survival, daily life, and dignity—for
example, environmental degradation, violations of human rights, transna-
tional organized crime, illicit drugs, refugees, poverty, anti-personnel land-
mines and...infectious diseases such as AIDS—and strengthens efforts to
confront these threats.”11 Other states, such as Canada, have promoted a more
restrictive deªnition of human security as “freedom from pervasive threats to
people’s rights, safety or lives.”12 But even this slightly narrower con-
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ceptualization of human security is sweeping and open-ended: Among other
things, the Canadian formulation includes safety from physical threats, the
achievement of an acceptable quality of life, a guarantee of fundamental hu-
man rights, the rule of law, good governance, social equity, protection of civil-
ians in conºicts, and sustainable development.13 Meanwhile the human
security network—which, in addition to Canada, Norway, and Japan, includes
several other states and a broad assortment of international NGOs—has com-
mitted itself to the goal of “strengthening human security with a view to creat-
ing a more humane world where people can live in security and dignity, free
from want and fear, and with equal opportunities to develop their human po-
tential to the full.”14 The sentiments embodied in these statements are honor-
able, but they do little to clarify the meaning or boundaries of the human
security concept.
Some academic writings on the subject have been similarly opaque. Many

works amount to restatements or revisions of the UNDP’s laundry list of hu-
man security issues. Jorge Nef, for example, devises a ªvefold classiªcation
scheme, arguing that human security comprises (1) environmental, personal,
and physical security, (2) economic security, (3) social security, including “free-
dom from discrimination based on age, gender, ethnicity, or social status,” (4)
political security, and (5) cultural security, or “the set of psychological orienta-
tions of society geared to preserving and enhancing the ability to control un-
certainty and fear.”15 Laura Reed and Majid Tehranian offer their own list of
human security’s ten constituent elements—including psychological security,
which “hinges on establishing conditions fostering respectful, loving, and hu-
mane interpersonal relations,” and communication security, or the importance
of “freedom and balance in information ºows.”16 Other scholars avoid the
laundry list approach, but offer equally expansive deªnitions. According to
Caroline Thomas, human security refers to the provision of “basic material
needs” and the realization of “human dignity,” including “emancipation from
oppressive power structures—be they global, national, or local in origin and
scope.”17 For Robert Bedeski, human security includes “the totality of knowl-
edge, technology, institutions and activities that protect, defend and preserve
the biological existence of human life; and the processes which protect and
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perfect collective peace and prosperity to enhance human freedom.”18 Again, if
human security is all these things, what is it not?

A Guide for Research and Policymaking?

Policymakers and scholars face different, but related, problems in attempting
to put these deªnitions of human security into practical use. For policymakers,
the challenge is to move beyond all-encompassing exhortations and to focus
on speciªc solutions to speciªc political issues. This is a difªcult task not only
because of the broad sweep and deªnitional elasticity of most formulations of
human security but also—and perhaps even more problematically—because
the proponents of human security are typically reluctant to prioritize the jum-
ble of goals and principles that make up the concept. As noted above, part of
the ethic of the human security movement is to emphasize the “inclusiveness”
and “holism” of the term, which in practice seems to mean treating all interests
and objectives within the movement as equally valid. Reed and Tehranian, for
instance, after presenting their list of ten constituent categories of human secu-
rity, conclude with this caveat: “It is important to reiterate that these overlap-
ping categories do not represent a hierarchy of security needs from personal to
national, international, and environmental rights. On the contrary, each realm
impinges upon the others and is intrinsically connected to wider political and
economic considerations.”19 The observation that all human and natural
realms are fundamentally interrelated is a truism, and does not provide a very
convincing justiªcation for treating all needs, values, and policy objectives as
equally important. Nor does it help decisionmakers in their daily task of allo-
cating scarce resources among competing goals: After all, not everything can
be a matter of national security, with all of the urgency that this term implies.
To put it simply, human security “is too broad and vague a concept to be
meaningful for policymakers, as it has come to entail such a wide range of dif-
ferent threats on one hand, while prescribing a diverse and sometimes incom-
patible set of policy solutions to resolve them on the other.”20

For those who study, rather than practice, international politics, the task of
transforming the idea of human security into a useful analytical tool for schol-
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arly research is also problematic. Given the hodgepodge of principles and ob-
jectives associated with the concept, it is far from clear what academics should
even be studying. Human security seems capable of supporting virtually any
hypothesis—along with its opposite—depending on the prejudices and inter-
ests of the particular researcher. Further, because the concept of human secu-
rity encompasses both physical security and more general notions of social,
economic, cultural, and psychological well-being, it is impractical to talk about
certain socioeconomic factors “causing” an increase or decline in human secu-
rity, given that these factors are themselves part of the deªnition of human se-
curity. The study of causal relationships requires a degree of analytical
separation that the notion of human security lacks.21

To illustrate these problems, consider John Cockell’s efforts to apply the hu-
man security concept to the phenomenon of international peacebuilding oper-
ations in countries at risk of slipping into, or just emerging from, civil war.22

After embracing the open-ended UNDP deªnition of human security, Cockell
states that “peacebuilding is a sustained process of preventing internal threats
to human security from causing protracted, violent conºict.”23 Yet because the
UNDP deªnition of human security includes safety from violence as a central
component of human security, Cockell is effectively saying that peacebuilding
seeks to prevent a decline in human security from causing a decline in human
security, which makes little sense. He then identiªes “four basic parameters,”
based on the principles of human security, for the conduct of peacebuilding
operations: Peacebuilders should focus on root causes of conºicts, pay atten-
tion to the differences in local conditions from one operation to the next, seek
sustainable and durable results, and mobilize local actors and resources in sup-
port of peace. Although these guidelines seem reasonable, the sprawling con-
cept of human security could support many more—and quite different—
principles for peacebuilding. Indeed Cockell himself acknowledges that his
policy prescriptions are “arbitrary,” which belies the notion that human secu-
rity entails a particular “orientation” toward peacebuilding, as Cockell
claims.24 More generally, if human security means almost anything, then it ef-
fectively means nothing.25
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Attempts to Narrow the Concept

One possible remedy for the expansiveness and vagueness of human security
is to redeªne the concept in much narrower and more precise terms, so that it
might offer a better guide for research and policymaking. This is the approach
that Gary King and Christopher Murray have adopted in their ongoing project
on human security.26 King and Murray offer a deªnition of human security
that is intended to include only “essential” elements, meaning elements that
are “important enough for human beings to ªght over or to put their lives
or property at great risk.”27 Using this standard, they identify ªve key indica-
tors of well-being—poverty, health, education, political freedom, and democ-
racy—that they intend to incorporate into an overall measure of human
security for individuals and groups. Similarly, another scholar, Kanti Bajpai,
proposes construction of a “human security audit” that would include mea-
sures of “direct and indirect threats to individual bodily safety and freedom,”
as well as measures of different societies’ “capacity to deal with these threats,
namely, the fostering of norms, institutions, and . . . representativeness in
decisionmaking structures.”28 Although both projects are still in the early
stages of development, they represent welcome efforts at operationalizing the
concept of human security with a more precise deªnition of the term. A clear
measure or audit of human security would allow scholars to assess the factors
that lead to declines or increases in the human security of particular groups or
individuals.29

Both of these projects, however, face problems that seem endemic to the
study of human security. First, they identify certain values as more important
than others without providing a clear justiªcation for doing so. Bajpai, for in-
stance, proposes inclusion of “bodily safety” and “personal freedom” in his
human security audit, and argues that this audit would draw attention to the
fact that “threats to safety and freedom are the most important” elements of hu-
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man security.30 He does not explain, however, why other values are not
equally, or perhaps even more, important than the values he champions. What
about education? Is the ability to choose one’s marriage partner, which is one
of Bajpai’s examples of personal freedom, really more important than, say, a
good education? Perhaps it is, but Bajpai does not address this issue. Similarly,
King and Murray state that their formulation of human security includes only
those matters that people would be willing to ªght over. But they neglect to of-
fer evidence that their ªve indicators are, in fact, closely related to the risk of
violent conºict. In other words, they favor certain values as representative of
human security without offering a clear justiªcation for doing so. Additionally,
their decision to exclude indicators of violence from their composite measure
of human security creates a de facto distinction between human security and
physical security, thereby purging the most familiar connotation of security—
safety from violence—from their deªnition of human security. Under the King-
Murray formulation, individuals could ªnd themselves in the strange position
of enjoying a high level of human security (low poverty, reasonable health
care, good education, political freedom, and democracy), while facing a rela-
tively high risk of becoming victims of deadly violence. One need only think of
residents of certain neighborhoods in Belfast, who might not consider them-
selves very “secure.” Thus the challenge for these scholars is not simply to nar-
row the deªnition of human security into a more analytically tractable concept,
but to provide a compelling rationale for highlighting certain values.
This raises another problem. Deªning the core values of human security

may be difªcult not only because there is so little agreement on the meaning of
human security, but because the term’s ambiguity serves a particular purpose:
It unites a diverse and sometimes fractious coalition of states and organiza-
tions that “see an opportunity to capture some of the more substantial political
interest and superior ªnancial resources” associated with more traditional,
military conceptions of security.31 These actors have in effect pursued a politi-
cal strategy of “appropriating” the term “security,” which conveys urgency,
demands public attention, and commands governmental resources.32 By main-
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taining a certain level of ambiguity in the notion of human security, moreover,
the members of this coalition are able to minimize their individual differences,
thereby accommodating as wide a variety of members and interests in their
network as possible.33 Given these circumstances, they are unlikely to support
outside calls for greater speciªcity in the deªnition of human security, because
deªnitional narrowing would likely highlight and aggravate differences
among them, perhaps even to the point of alienating certain members and
weakening the coalition as a whole.
Why, then, should scholars bother trying to transform the concept of human

security into a serviceable analytical tool at all? Why embark on what could
well be a quixotic quest to wrest the deªnition of human security away from
those who have an interest in keeping it vague and expansive? Perhaps a more
sensible alternative would be to employ a less politically encumbered termi-
nology, or to think about other ways in which the concept of human security
could contribute to the ªeld of security studies.

Human Security as a Category of Research

To recapitulate my argument so far: Human security does not appear to offer a
particularly useful framework of analysis for scholars or policymakers. But
perhaps there are other avenues by which the idea of human security can con-
tribute to the study of international relations and security. I would like to sug-
gest one such possibility: Human security may serve as a label for a broad
category of research in the ªeld of security studies that is primarily concerned
with nonmilitary threats to the safety of societies, groups, and individuals, in
contrast to more traditional approaches to security studies that focus on pro-
tecting states from external threats. Much of this work is relatively new, and
our understanding of how such research “ªts” within the larger ªeld of secu-
rity studies is still limited. In other words, even if the concept of human secu-
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rity itself is too vague to generate speciªc research questions, it could still play
a useful taxonomical role in the ªeld by helping to classify different types of
scholarship. Using human security in this manner would be compatible with
the spirit of the term—particularly its emphasis on nonmilitary sources of
conºict—while recognizing that there is little point in struggling to
operationalize the quicksilver concept of human security itself.
Despite resistance from some scholars, such as Stephen Walt, the ªeld of se-

curity studies has developed beyond its traditional focus on the “threat, use
and control of military force” primarily by states.34 Since the end of the Cold
War, in particular, the subject matter of security studies has undergone both a
“broadening” and a “deepening.”35 By broadening, I mean the consideration of
nonmilitary security threats, such as environmental scarcity and degradation,
the spread of disease, overpopulation, mass refugee movements, nationalism,
terrorism, and nuclear catastrophe.36 By deepening, I mean that the ªeld is
now more willing to consider the security of individuals and groups, rather
than focusing narrowly on external threats to states.37 These efforts have been
prompted in part by the contributions of “critical” theorists—including femi-
nists, postmodernists, and constructivists—who have probed the assumptions
and political implications of the term “security” itself.38

Using the notions of broadening and deepening, it is possible to construct a
matrix of the security studies ªeld, as illustrated in Figure 1. The matrix con-
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tains four cells, each representing a different cluster of literature in the ªeld. I
assume that a “security threat” connotes some type of menace to survival. The
top half of the map includes works that focus on security threats to states; the
bottom half comprises works that consider security threats to societies, groups,
and individuals. The left side of the matrix shows literature that focuses on
military threats, and the right side on military or nonmilitary threats, or both.
These divisions produce the following fourfold typology of the ªeld:

• Cell 1 contains works that concentrate on military threats to the security of
states. Conventional realists tend to adopt this perspective, which has tradi-
tionally dominated academic security studies, particularly in the United
States.39 Most of the articles published in International Security, for example,
fall into this category.
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• Cell 2 contains works that address nonmilitary threats (instead of, or in addi-
tion to, military threats) to the national security of states, including environ-
mental and economic challenges. Jessica Tuchman Mathews’s much-cited
1989 article, “Redeªning Security,” is typical of this category. Mathews ar-
gues that foreign security policies should incorporate considerations of envi-
ronmental destruction, among other things, but she still considers the state,
rather than substate actors, to be the salient object of security.40 Other exam-
ples of such work include the Palme Commission’s 1982 report, Common Se-
curity, which argued that nuclear weapons posed a threat to the survival of
all states;41 investigations into the relationship between environmental deg-
radation and international armed conºict;42 and studies of foreign economic
policy and international security.43

• Cell 3 includes works that focus on military threats to actors other than
states: namely societies, groups, and individuals. The prevalence of intrastate
violence since the end of the Cold War has given rise to a large literature on
intrastate conºicts, in which substate groups are the principal belligerents.44
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In addition, studies of “democide,” or the intentional killing by a state of its
own citizens, also fall into this category.45

• Cell 4 is concerned with military or nonmilitary threats—or both—to the se-
curity of societies, groups, and individuals. Does poverty, for example, fuel
violence within societies?46 Are certain types of domestic political institu-
tions more conducive to domestic peace?47 Is the degree of urbanization of a
society, or access to medical care, associated with the occurrence of civil vio-
lence?48 What other societal conditions pose a particular danger to the sur-
vival of groups and individuals? All of these questions would fall into the
category of research that I label “human security.”
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Using the term “human security” to describe this type of scholarship has
several advantages. First, the contents of cell 4 echo many of the concerns of
the human security coalition, so it makes intuitive sense to use this terminol-
ogy. Second, employing human security as a label for a broad category of re-
search eliminates the problem of deriving clear hypotheses from the human
security concept itself—a concept that, I have argued, offers little analytical le-
verage because it is so sprawling and ambiguous. Consequently, scholars
working in the “human security branch” of security studies would not need to
adjudicate the merit or validity of human security per se, but rather they
would focus on more speciªc questions that could be clearly deªned (and per-
haps even answered). Third, and relatedly, although many scholars in this
branch of security studies may be interested in normative questions as well as
empirical ones, the advantage of using human security as a descriptive label
for a class of research is that the label would not presuppose any particular
normative agenda.49

Fourth, mapping the ªeld in this manner—with human security as one
branch—helps to differentiate the principal nontraditional approaches to secu-
rity studies from one another. With the broadening and deepening of security
studies in recent years, it is no longer helpful or reasonable to deªne the ªeld
in dualistic terms: with the realist, state-centric, military-minded approach to
security studies at the core and a disorderly bazaar of alternative approaches
in the periphery. These alternative approaches actually fall into broad group-
ings and have become sufªciently important to merit their own classiªcation
scheme. Mapping the ªeld in new ways can help us to understand how these
approaches relate to more traditional approaches to security studies, and to
one another. Finally, the very fashionability of the label “human security”
could beneªt scholars by drawing attention to existing works within cell 4 and
opening up new areas of research in this branch of the ªeld.
Of course, the boundaries between these four quadrants are not absolute.

Environmental degradation, for example, may simultaneously pose a threat to
the survival of states and substate actors, and could thus full into either cell 2
or cell 4.50 The permeability of these boundaries, however, is not a signiªcant
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problem for scholars because each quadrant represents a broad category of re-
search—or a cluster of issues and questions, rather than a distinct causal hy-
pothesis or theory—which would need to be more clearly speciªed.

Conclusion

Human security has been described as many different things: a rallying cry, a
political campaign, a set of beliefs about the sources of violent conºict, a new
conceptualization of security, and a guide for policymakers and academic re-
searchers. As a rallying cry, the idea of human security has successfully united
a diverse coalition of states, international agencies, and NGOs. As a political
campaign, the human security coalition has accomplished a number of speciªc
goals, such as the negotiation of the land mines convention. But as a new con-
ceptualization of security, or a set of beliefs about the sources of conºict, hu-
man security is so vague that it verges on meaninglessness—and consequently
offers little practical guidance to academics who might be interested in apply-
ing the concept, or to policymakers who must prioritize among competing pol-
icy goals. Efforts to sharpen the deªnition of human security are a step in the
right direction, but they are likely to encounter resistance from actors who
believe that the concept’s strength lies in its holism and inclusiveness.
Deªnitional expansiveness and ambiguity are powerful attributes of human
security, but only in the sense that they facilitate collective action by the mem-
bers of the human security coalition. The very same qualities, however, hobble
the concept of human security as a useful tool of analysis. On the other hand,
human security could provide a handy label for a broad category of research—
a distinct branch of security studies that explores the particular conditions that
affect the survival of individuals, groups, and societies—that may also help to
establish this brand of research as a central component of the security studies
ªeld.
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