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Human Security: 
A Conversation 

On May 12, 2002, Women's Learning Partnership for Rights, 
Development, and Peace (WLP), an international nongovernmen
tal organization dedicated to empowering women living in the 

global South, organized a conversation to map out an approach to 
a definition of the concept of human security. The participants

Mahnaz Ajkhami (Iran/U.S.), Kumi Naidoo (South Africa), 
Jacqueline Pi.tanguy (Brazil), and Aruna Rao (India), cerchair 

and commissioners of the Commission on Globalization*-dis

cussed the concept of human security in order to identifj the parar 

meters as well as the limits of the traditional definition of human 

security, and to broaden it to encompass a wider spectrum of both 
human material and spiritual needs. The participants agreed to 
base their discussion on a value system that puts.people's welfare at 

the center; emphasizes power sharing at all levels; and promotes an 

economic framework that encourages sustainable development, 

social justice, human rights, gender equality, and democracy. The 

conversation is a prelude to organizing a policy action group on 
human security with the support of the WLP and the Commission 

on Globalization. 

Mahnaz Afkhami: It might be appropriate to begin with some 
reflections on the concept of human security and how our own 

work is related to our definition. In my view, the traditional defi

nition of "human security" is unsatisfactory since it has been tied 
too closely to conflict on an international or national scale, and 

"Organizational affiliations appear on the inside back cover. This dialogue among 
steering committee members of the Commission on Globalization's Human Security Pol
icy Action Group (www.commissiononglobalization.org) took place on May 15, 2002, at 
the Women's Learning Partnership (www.learningpartnership.org), 
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limited in focus to anti-military, anti-nuclear, anti-landmine strug
gles and movements; To come to the essential idea of what makes 
the individual human being feel secure, we ought to look to a 
more comprehensive, more inclusive, more interconnected series 
of ideas-''hwnan rights writ large." 

Jar:queline Pitanguy: I agree that we need to adopt a more compre
hensive perspective of human security and I believe that this con
cept should be framed under the human rights paradigm, which 
provides the ground, the base, from which human security stems. 
H we adopt this more comprehensive approach, human security 
goes beyond the right to live free from violence and coercion and 
encompass other dimensions of life, such as the right to exercise 
civil , political, and reproductive rights; to have access to food, san
itation, education, and health; to be free from discrimination 
based on sex, race and ethnici� sexual orientation, age, or reli
gion; to live in a safe environment, including a safe domestic envi
ronment. In the twentieth century there has been an important 
enlargement of the conceptualization of human rights and its indi
visibility, which affects the idea of human security. In more formal 
language, security is closely related to the 'frontiers of order and 
disorder, crime and punishment, danger and safety. These fron
tiers are being expanded and redefined through social activism 
and political action, bringing us to a new concept of security. 

Kumi Naidoo: I agree with the two comments that were just made. 
However, I think that the real challenge to thinking through the 
usefulness of the concept of human security in practice is keeping 
it from becoming what our American colleagues would call 
"motherhood and apple pie": all things to all people. There is a 
danger of the concept becoming so inclusive that we don't know 
where it starts, much less where it ends. When we think about the 
strategic arena of intervention to advance human security, differ
ent choices have to be made about interventions called for by gov
ernment, business, and civil society. 
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H we look, for example, at the position of the members of the 
global commission on human security, they come from humani
tarian backgrounds and they have a great deal of influence, which 
they focus on what might be called emergency or unexpected 
events: earthquakes, floods, and other natural disasters, as well as 
potentially the current religious conflict in the state of Gujarat in 
India, for example. 

But I am contradicting myself a little bit here, in the sense that 
the concept as it is often used by the commission doesn't in my 
mind at this stage include the issue of domestic violence, for 
example. In my own conceptualization, human security needs to 
address how human beings can find security around the basic day
to-day activities they perform to create a peaceful and prosperous 
life for themselves. I very strongly support integrating social and 
economic events·within this concept. 

One of the areas of emphasis here is the need to look specifi-· 
cally and particularly at groups that are marginalized so that they 
do not have a public voice. Such social exclusion leads to disem
powermen t, which in tum does lead to a sense of psychological 
insecurity. When people talk about social exclusion, a presump
tion is made that "social exclusion" pertains to minority con
stituencies of citizens. But ifwe unpack that a little, ifwe have to 
name those constituencies, we find that we are in fact talking 
about the majority of the world's citizens: women, older persons, 
conventionally socially excluded peoples, such as people living 
with disabilities or indigenous people, for example. Then we see 
that we are living in a world where a large number of people do 
not have a sense of security about their lives, a sense of security 
about their space. 

From the civic point of view, I think it is critical to recognize, 
regardless of one's definition of "security," that civil society is an 
integral part of building human security. In the end, whether we 
take humanitarian crisis, religious conflict, or even trying to seIVe 
the needs of the poorest of the poor, increasingly that burden is 
being shouldered by civil society organizations. 
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Arona Rao: I agree with what has been said so far, but when I think 
about human security, two issues come to mind. One is "do no 

harm," and the other is swvival. I think there is a sense of rage at 

the inaction of national, global, and local systems of governance 

and a much deeper questioning· of the values that underlie these 

systems and the broader frameworks within which they operate
the economic frameworks, the ideologies, the governance frame

works, and also religious fundamentalisms. Feminists are 

re-evaluating and criticizing these frameworks, but they continue 

to hold sway. There is incredible harm being done, both a gen

eral, low-level harm and a more flagrant type of harm, which has 

given rise to protest, movements for a stronger voice, better 

equity, and greater accountability. 

An example of the first kind of harm is the AIDS situation in 

Tanzania. It is a huge problem but the government is doing next 
to nothing. So, it is falling on the backs of women in communities 

who are traditionally seen as the caregivers in the community to 

try to address the problem, to help people live with the disease. 
Another kind of harm is exemplified by the recent situation in 

Gujarat. That is an example of war that out on the battlefield of 

women's bodies where the state plays a role in perpetuating ide

ologies of hate and terror. 

It is also clear that increased spending on militarization is 

clearly linked to human deprivation and human insecurity in 

many parts of the world. Even those governments that we held up 

as exemplary are now functioning much to the detriment of basic 

survival. There is now a greater sense of urgency for change 

fueled by this outrage and the sense that time is running out on 

us. How do we change this world? How do we change the values 

that underlie this kind of system and the way people are thinking 

about solutions? 

Ajkhami: The fact that we have recently all begun to look at 

human security in these broader, more inclusive, more intercon

nected ways, is reflective of two things. One is that new develop-
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ments in science and technology in an increasingly globalized 
world have given us the potential to solve many of our major 
problems, such as curing diseases or feeding people, providing 

shelter, or educating an ever-increasing population-in short, 
attending to the myriad needs of our lives. We also now have the 

potential to connect, to learn immediately what is happening in 

every corner of the world, to know what is affecting people in var
ious regions. But we fail in doing any of these. Our indicators of 
human development, such as poverty, income disparity, the 
spread of AIDS, illiteracy, and environmental distress tell us that 
we are doing worse now than we did in the past, particularly in 

view of the means at our disposal. 

I think there is also a third aspect: that the mechanisms that we 

have relied on to solve our problems, mobilize our resources, or 

express our grievances are no longer in fact capable of doing so

leaving aside for the moment the issue of wh;ether they ever did 

so or whether they did it well or not. We have all looked for and 

advocated ways to do better, but now, when we look at the struc
tures of governance or the functioning of particular national gov
ernments, as Aruna pointed out, forces that can affect lives in 

every corner of the world are no longer the same forces that at 

one point we were addressing. The entities that govern important 

aspects of our lives do not seem accountable, transparent, or even 

responsible to citizens in any given part of the world. 

These three aspects-the extraordinary potential, the extraor

dinary absence or failure of a solution for the largest part of the 

population of the globe, and the weakening of the structures that 

are supposed to do something about all of this-are what I see 

when I examine the problem of human security. 

Pitanguy: I would like to point out that the concept of human 

security is historically built, and therefore it is either more or less 

inclusive, broader or more concise, depending on a number of 

factors. Many of these factors have been brought up, but one 

aspect I want to highlight is power. Power structures, the balance 
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human security agenda in a sustainable, macro way, with a real 

impact on people's lives, if we do not deal with power and insti
tutional .failure. The UN, which is very important in terms of its 

resources and mandate, was established in 1945, at a distinct 

moment in world history, driven by the victors of World War II, 
who had nuclear power, and ·with much of the world in colonial 

bondage. More than 50 years later the world has changed signifi

cantly. Questions about who has the veto within the UN, and how 

we understand power and institutions, have a great and direct 

impact on people's lives. 

Two more points: When we think about interventions, we must 
think about long-term sustainable human security, and about an 

agenda to address the restructuring of not just small institutions 

but larger institutions that are serving the world, so those institu
tions become more equitable and democratic. 

R.ao: At the heart of this is the issue of power-the ways in which 

power has been expressed, whether through structural arrange

ments embedded in organizations or through ideology mani

fested in custom and practice. This has been debated for a long 

time, and we have examples of how people have tried to change 

the flow of power toward equity and accountability. But we must 

ask what makes this moment different from other moments when 

similar structural inequalities have prevailed. The struggles for 

change that Kumi referred to have taken place at a variety of lev

els-whether policy change, mass movement change, or organi
zational change. What do we think characterizes this particular 

moment? Is there something about the situation now that should 

make us define human security differently and strategize to work 

toward it in a different way? 

Ajkhami: Aruna, I think you are pushing for what Jacqueline was 

talking about, with the essence being shifts in power relations. To 

my thinking, what makes this moment different is the growing 

difference in the levels of human security in different parts of the 
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world and its causes-which, to a large extent, has to do with the 

expansion of globalization. When we look at the movement of 
money, the power and behavior of multinational corporations, 

the communication systems we have now and the divides that 

exist in actual communication capability, we find that authority 

and responsibility are no longer where they used to be. What, 

then, does a person in the global South do when forces that affect 

his or her life are not within the control of any entity to which he 

or she has any connection? In the Muslim world, for example, we 

are faced with the problem of fundamentalism, which is on the 
one hand a political response to the international forces over 

which we have very little control, and on the other hand a prob

lem of textual and religious interpretation that moves across 

boundaries and local and national cultures. How does a woman 

whose human security is so vehemently threatened by this move

ment respond without putting in jeopardy her physical survival or 

sacrificing her religious identity? How does she make an impact? 

How does she make a difference in these complex interactions? 

Kumi referred to the international, global entities; the 

national entities are the same. Fundamentalist groups are 

encouraged by global communication, and they seem to be grow

ing very quickly, thanks to the possibilities that exist at the global 

level. Even criminal networks seem to be expanding, whether 

trafficking in people-especially women--or narcotics. This does 

not mean that we are doomed or that we should lose hope, 

because as I was saying earlier, there is also extraordinary poten

tial and possibility. I think the possibility of institutional trans

formation that Aruna has been working on, and which some of 

us have been involved in, offers perhaps a promising way of orga

nizing and dealing with these situations. 

R.ao: What is at the heart of institutional change is a fundamen

tal transformation of the relationships that power constructs

the rules that determine who gets what and who decides, what 

we value as knowledge, how organizations function and for what 
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purposes, and who is accountable to whom for what and how we 

enforce that. If institutions are the frameworks of rules, organi

zations are the social structures that operate within these frame
works and act either to reinforce them or to challenge them. 

These institutional norms often operate below the level of 

awareness but are knitted into the hierarchies, work practices, 

and beliefs of organizational life and constrain organizational 

efforts to challenge inequitable norms within themselves and 

within the society. So, as important as a new political agenda or 

a new vision of human security is, more important is how we sys

tematically dismantle the inequities based on a colonial heritage 

and associated systems of "race" privilege, class exploitation, and 

gender oppression, which are all embedded to a greater or 

lesser extent in the institutional foundations of public bureau

cracies, parliaments, panchayats, global corporations, global gov

ernance systems, markets, and, of course, families. Small 

examples of institutional transformation abound and more and 

more activists and theorists are converging in their thinking 

about the kind of leadership that can facilitate this-leadership 

as responsibility, not power and privilege; leadership that gen

uinely involves participation and consensus building, the ability 

to live with ambiguity but at the same time building ways to 

enforce positive gains. 

Naidoo: This idea of making fundamental transformations in 

institutions is not as hopeless as it would have appeared 15 years 

ago. Your question about the failure of national government 

institutions is a key link and a big issue. Many compassionate 

members of national legislatures who have integrity and intel

lectual strength are leaving public office because they are com

ing to the conclusion that national legislatures have increasingly 

less influence and are run undemocratically. National institu

tions should cherish people with integrity, but they make it 

impossible for such people to make the contributions that they 

can make. 

l·
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Pitanguy: I think the landmark is the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, which really marks a certain limit to the possibil

ity of consented abuses, and provides a guideline we can refer to. 

It comes out of the Holocaust, which marked the most horrible 

degree of disrespect for the idea of human security in recent his

tory. Now, we don't have in the UN a mechanism or an instru

ment that is capable of implementing, of improving, of really 

making the declaration an instrument for transnational and 

national human security, but at least the words are there and 

such words are valuable because human security is also defined 

symbolically, and because having the language marks limits and 

possibilities for action. 

What we have seen in the last decades is the visible and coordi

nated presence of civil society organizations advocating for a 

more inclusive concept of human rights and thus of humanity. As 

the concept of humanity has become more diverse, it has led to a 

more varied and comprehensive concept of human security. But 

this does not mean that this has been a homogenous process. The 

idea of human security is still very uneven. In certain societies the 

weight of political ideology and religion expressed in culture or 

in laws creates human insecurity, which is then legitimized and not 

seen as insecure. The overall insecurity of women under the Tal

iban regime was one of the most visible examples of such a situa

tion. There are many other examples when religion, culture, and 

power interfere with different dimensions of security. Female 

mortality and morbidity and illegal abortion are another example 

of disrespect of women's security, the result mainly of religious 

influence in public policies. It is urgent that local and interna

tional efforts be made to achieve more convergence in the devel

opment of a concept of human security that would be more 

universal in its definition and more enforceable in local contexts. 

Naidoo: What are the strengths of some of the prevailing concep

tualizations of human security, and what are their implications for 

practice? The more inclusive concepts pose a constructive chal-
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lenge to dealing with the problems humanity faces. If we take the 

example that Jacqueline talked about, that is, human rights writ 

large in terms of political, social, and economic rights, and look 

at it in practice, it is only changing slightly now. Those who are 

involved in civil and political rights even from the side of civil soci

ety are not necessarily engaging in synergizing strategies or trying 

to forge common approaches with those working on social and 

economic factors. As a matter of fact, unnecessary dichotomies 

could be overcome by engaging work in a slightly different area 

but that is fundamental to advancing a particular focus area. I say 

this in a self-critical way, thinking about my own work back home 

in South Africa, which I would argue is a human security issue. 

For example, if you are a mother or father whose child gets seri

ously ill, and you go to a doctor and you come home and you 

can't read the prescription, there is a potential for incorrect 

dosage. This puts you in an insecure position. When I was work

ing in adult education, I didn't clearly state the connection 

between my work on adult literacy and other people's work on 

HIV/ AIDS or in other areas. But if you think about it, if adult lit

eracy is politically advanced, and given a more integrated 

approach, those learning to read would have been getting some 

practical information that would be relevant to their lives. I think 

there is something about human security content that has opened 

up a window and encouraged us to think about how we respond 

to various human security challenges, how we can integrate our 

work and use our various resources more effectively. 

Pi.tanguy: HIV/ AIDS is a very important example, because the epi

demic has provided the opportunity for many of us to understand 

that a disease and the transmission of its virus is multidimen

sional, and that in this case, health goes far beyond the hospital 

and medicine, and rather has much to do with power, poverty, 

stigma, international commerce, and access to medication. Of 

course, it also has to do with how gender relations are structured, 

l 
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and the question of women's position in society in general, and 

especially within the family itself. 

When the Ministry of Health in Brazil began keeping track of 

HIV/ AIDS in 1984, the proportion of those infected was about 34 
men:1 woman. Now it is officially 2:1, according to epidemiologi

cal reports of the ministry's STD/ AIDS program but it is probably 

1:1, since there is a severe under-reporting on women. What we 

do see is that women who are infected are primarily married or in 

stable relationships, and that the HIV/ AIDS epidemiological pat

tern no longer is framed by risk groups of male homosexuals or 

intravenous drug users as it was during the eighties and early 

nineties. However, the fact that, for a decade, it was portrayed by 

health sectors and the media as being an issue circumscribed by 

such groups, which are also, for large part of the population, seen 

as stigmatized groups, has had significant effects on the actual 

heterosexual epidemiological trend. Women, particularly those 

in stable sexual relations, were not considered as being at risk. 

HIV/ AIDS was portrayed as the disease of the "other," the gay, the 

prostitute, the drug addict. Stigma is largely responsible for the 

difficulty in accepting that they could also be affected, since we 

only protect ourselves when we perceive that we are in danger. We 

can thus say that the symbolic dimension of HIV/ AIDS as the 
problem of "the other" has had effects on the "human security" of 

women and children due to the vertical transmission from 

mother to child. The current epidemiological trend also express 

gender relations that restrain women to demand safe sexual rela

tionships, because men are the basic transmitters of AIDS in the 

heterosexual pattern. This gives us a very important view of how 
close human security issues are to sexual relations, and how they 

are organized in terms of gender power relations. 

Yet HIV/ AIDS treatment has brought on an international dis

pute between the right to health, as expressed by the World 

Health Organization (WHO), and the right of patent holders, 

defended by organs such as the wro. This debate over access to 

medication involves governments, the commercial sector, the UN 
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Human Rights Commission, international organizations, compet

ing private laboratories producing anti-viral drugs, and govern

ments such as Brazil's that have public policies of offering free 

and universal access to antiretroviral therapy. Brazil has in fact 

taken the lead in this dispute, which clearly has to do with the def

inition of human security from another standpoint, one where, in 

view of the effects of HIV/ AIDS infection ( over 36 million people 

in Africa), the right to health prevails over the right over patents. 

Fortunately, in this case we have had a better ending, but it has 

been a very tough power struggle. I believe that the cure and the 

prevention of AIDS depend largely on changed cultural patterns 

and changed power relations. Innovative technological and bio

medical discoveries are important, but having access to them is 

decided in political arenas. We can see in the case of HIV/ AIDS 

how a very concrete issue reveals the multiple layers of the con

cept of human security. 

Afkhami: The description that Jacqueline gave again brings us to 

the multinationals, it brings us to the issue of health and medica

tion, it brings us to the fact that certain parts of the world simply 

cannot afford the medicine they need and have no way of influ

encing the decisions that affect their access to medical treatment. 

I would like to hear comments on this-that on the one hand we 

have the international organizations and the transnational cor

porations, and on the other hand the nation-states, which are los

ing their impact on these issues; and then we have the NGOs. I 

am beginning to think that while a great deal of weight is placed 

on NGOs, and considerable hope is invested in them, sometimes 

the NGOs (of which we are all a part) lack the popular mandate 

or the ability to answer to the public, and sometimes they lack the 

resources. Sometimes the weight put on them because other 

structures fail leads to another layer of incompetence, or to insti

tutions with a lack of transparency, or to organizations that do not 

have a real popular base taking on responsibilities that they are 

not suited to take on. How should we begin to work toward a 
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structural transformation that will give these institutions a more 

powerful voice based on demonstrable accountability? 

Naidoo: I think that is an excellent point. Indeed, this weekend 

there was a CMCUS board meeting and one of the major pro

grams that will be carried out in the next three years is what we 

call "improving civil society governance and accountability." Part 

of this is driven by many of the comments you have just made-a 

recognition that with increasing space, authority, and influence 

must also come increased accountability and increased efficiency 

and effectiveness. Now I think as far as we are concerned as advo

cates of civil society, our starting point is that we need good, 

accountable governments, because civil society organizations can
not be a replacement for government. In fact, unless we have 

good, accountable, effective governments that can take responsi

bility for the provision of basic services, NGOs will never be able 

to address the scale of need that exists in many societies around 
the world, not only in developing but also in developed countries. 

One danger in the way we unpack this debate and speak about 

it is that there is a growing critiq1,1e from the people in political 

power and a growing anxiety around the space that has been 

secured by civil society. We need to be careful in the way we seek 

to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of NGO practices, so 

that we don't feed into a growing anti-NGO rhetoric. 

I'll give you an example. At the World Economic Forum, I 

attended a breakfast meeting with the heads of UN agencies and 

other international organizations and businesspeople. At the 

meeting, Mike Moore, the head of the wro, said, 'We will only 

talk to NGOs that are accountable, transparent, and elected by a 

defined constituency." On the face of it, this sounds fine, but we 
all know that these criteria are not applied to the member gov

ernments of the wro. There are a range of governments that are 
not elected, and of course many are not transparent and account

able, but the sustenance of even bad or mediocre governments on 

an organizational and financial basis is guaranteed by taxation 

revenue. 
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It is a bit of a myth, however, to say that NGOs are not account
able to anybody, because the system has an accountability factor 

built into it: none of the resources secured by NGOs, whether 
from government, business, individuals, or other sources, are 
given to them by obligation. There is a minimalist accountability 
measure that the ability to raise revenue to employ staff and do 
work actually puts on developmental organizations. That is not to 
say that we don't have to do much more work to advance organi
zational efficiency and so on, but I think the real challenge is: do 
we foster an equitable relationship between the different institu

tional formations of society, governments, and business in a way 

that all the energies of those institutions can be harnessed to 

advance the security of people? 

Of course, this is a loaded debate even within civil society, par

ticularly around the role of business. Some civil society organiza

tions have a more accommodating approach toward business, 
others believe fundamentally that business is part of the problem. 

This all goes back to the comments Jacqueline made on power. I 

am not pessimistic. I think there is a very high level of recognition 

that the global system we have, whether it be political, economic, 

or otherwise, is not actually working. I don't know if you have seen 

George Soros's new book on the challenges of global capitalism. If 
you block off his name and block off certain references to what his 

background is, some might think that it is written by a raving left

wing socialist. So even beneficiaries of the economic system are 

beginning to raise fundamental questions regarding this. Even if 

the word "security" is not used explicitly, what is required is not 

military intervention here and there. We need some substantive 

institutional and structural changes, we need to raise some ques

tions about capital flow, and we need a little more certainty about 

how those things happen. It is a tricky subject, but I think that it 

cannot be avoided in a discussion like the one we are having. 

.Pi.tanguy: Another aspect of human security concerns the actors 

that play a role in the human security arena. We have discussed 
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civil society and NGOs. I want to express how important it is to 

those of us who come from the NGO perspective to have a sense 

of our limits. We can never substitute for governments, and I 

think that democracy has to do with calling on governments to 

fulfill their role. Sometimes the most important role that an NGO 

can play is an advocate's role. It is important to build coalitions 

that exist for certain moments, certain issues, can involve 

alliances of civil society organizations and governments, but are 

not permanent. 

One last point I would like to raise concerns human security in 

a transnational order dominated by global markets and global 

communications speeded up by the technological revolution: this 

transnational context has implications on all the issues that we 

have been discussing. 

Ajkhami: I think we have covered some of the major questions that 

need to be raised about human security. It seems clear that 

human security is far more complex than any single set of issues 

and covers more than any one dimension of human life. It cer

tainly affects the people in various parts of the world differently. 

Different classes in the same society face different problems of 

security. For some in the North and for many in the South simple 

sustenance is a primary problem of security. If we want to look at 

human security in terms that are relevant to the largest number 

of the world's peoples, we need to approach the issue from a 

holistic, multidisciplinary, and inclusive perspective. We must 

begin to reexamine the ways and means of establishing construc

tive liaisons between the NGOs and national and international 

governmental and business organizations. We probably need to 

look seriously at the structural changes we must bring about to 

enable us to deal successfully with the issue of human security at 

both the theoretical and practical levels. This has been a begin

ning. 
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