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Toward a new concept of security:
Human security in world politics

Woosang Kim and In-Taek Hyun

Introduction

Among the rapid international political changes unfolding in the 1980s
and 1990s, the demise of repressive regimes and ideologies was promi-
nent. The collapse of the Soviet empire in 1989 and the demise of the
Soviet Union in 1991 were representative of similar moves towards lib-
eralization and democratization in many parts of the world. Such political
changes, along with other ¯uctuations in the global balance of military
and economic power, have led to a great deal of discussion about a ``new
world order.'' As the Cold War recedes into history, many analysts
have called for the reconceptualization of the term ``security'' and a re-
evaluation of the de®nition of ``security studies.'' Some of them have
participated in discourses on comprehensive security, covering environ-
mental, economic, societal, political, communal, and ecological issues.
Others have broadened the dialogue to include human rights and human
security issues.1 Although the ``Westphalian'' international order is still
in effect, we are beginning to witness a major conceptual shift in security
thinking ± from a focus on national security, with its emphasis on the
military defence of the state, to an emphasis on comprehensive security
and human security issues, underscoring the need to ensure the tranquil-
lity and welfare of individuals who live in the state.

In this chapter, we will summarize the theoretical perspectives that are
currently being brought to bear on the concept of security. As part of this
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process we will introduce the concept of ``human security'' as it currently
exists and we will then make an effort to rede®ne it in such a way as to
make the concept more useful. We will also suggest several ideas de-
signed to promote the discussion of human security, including the ob-
jects or referents, the instruments, and the probable costs involved in
achieving it.

Theoretical perspectives on the concept of security

To begin this discussion our attention must turn initially to the ``realist''
view of national security based on the Westphalian system. For realists,
each state is struggling for power and the principal goal of a state must be
to protect its own national interests and security while seeking to expand
its power in a ``self-help'' international system. Realists consider nation-
states to be the most important actors in international politics. They also
assume that states are rational, unitary actors pursuing the same goals
(that is, national interests, by carefully calculating costs of alternative
courses of action and seeking to maximize their expected returns) re-
gardless of particular forms of government or economy. They all seek
power ± both the ability to in¯uence others and resources that can be
used to exercise in¯uence ± and they calculate their interests in terms of
power, whether as ends or as necessary means to a variety of other ends.2

According to the realists' view, the international system is an anarchic
system, that is, a system without a ruling authority. Nations in the inter-
national system interact or compete with each other to pursue individual
advantage. There is no appeal to a higher authority to settle disputes
among nations. The realists' view of world politics is dominated by ``the
struggle for power,'' the struggle by individual nation-states to maximize
their own power.3 Because states always face security dilemmas, they are
a natural object or referent in the discussion of security (and it is im-
portant to note that national security, from the realist perspective, is
achieved mainly by military means).

Kenneth Waltz, an early advocate of ``neo-realism,'' suggests, on the
other hand, that the structure of the international system, rather than the
struggle for power by individual nation-states, determines the foreign
policy choices of national leaders. Anarchy and the absence of central
institutions characterize the structure of the system. States, especially the
great powers, are the primary actors, and they seek power to ensure their
own national survival. For Waltz, capabilities de®ne the relative position
of states within the system, and the distribution of capabilities de®nes the
structure of the system. So, changes in the distribution of capabilities
stimulate changes in the structure of the system. Balance of power
emerges more or less automatically from the instinct for survival.4
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Neo-realists further argue that, in a self-help world, an increase in in-
teraction between states actually promotes con¯ict. This view is based on
an assessment that problems associated with cheating and making rela-
tive gains have placed a distinct limitation on the possibilities for coop-
eration among states. States are sensitive to their relative position in the
distribution of power. They fear that they may become too dependent on
others for their own well-being and that others may cheat on any agree-
ments reached and thus attempt to gain advantages over them.5 Cooper-
ation is also limited because states tend to be concerned with relative
gains rather than absolute gains.6 So, for neo-realists (as well as realists),
nation-states attempt to maximize their gains in a competitive, devious,
and uncertain international system. Consequently, cooperation among
them will be very dif®cult to achieve.

``Liberals'' and ``neoliberal institutionalists'' perceive matters some-
what differently. They do not fully accept the dominance of the West-
phalian order, with its emphasis on the sovereignty and territoriality of
nation-states. They instead argue that the state is not the only important
actor in the international system but that multinational corporations, hu-
man rights activists, and even terrorist groups have a major in¯uence in
how international security relations unfold. For liberals, security studies
can be understood best by focusing on the individual level of analysis.

Indeed, this school of thought believes that human nature is essentially
good and peace loving. It argues that ``bad'' human behaviour such as
war is the product of ``bad'' institutions and structural arrangements. War
is not inevitable and eradicating the structural and behavioural charac-
teristics that precipitate it can reduce the risk of war. Liberals suggest
that collective efforts are the best way to solve international con¯icts.

The perceptions of ``neoliberal institutionalists'' differ from those of
``liberals'' in several key theoretical areas. To begin with, their perspec-
tive conforms largely to the realist framework. That is, they subscribe to
the assumptions that states are the most important actors in the interna-
tional system, that they act rationally, and that the international system is
anarchic. However, they part company with the realists by suggesting that
transnational actors such as international institutions, multinational cor-
porations, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are important
actors in the system and that cooperation between the major systemic
actors is possible.

According to the neoliberal institutionalist view, the cogency of the
state-centric perspective of realism has been undermined by the rapid
growth in international commerce and trade. This has increased levels of
interdependence, further promoting cooperation.7 International regimes
and institutions are therefore very important in helping to achieve coop-
eration and stability in the international system. They provide informa-
tion, reduce transaction costs, make commitments more credible, and

TOWARD A NEW CONCEPT OF SECURITY 35



facilitate the operation of reciprocity. Institutionalized systems of coop-
eration in given issue areas thus promote the likelihood of cooperation
and stability.8

``Constructivists,'' a group of critical theorists, share several assump-
tions with both realists and neo-realists. They assume that nation-states
are rational actors seeking national survival, that the international system
is anarchic, and that the interests of nation-states are constructed by the
structure of the international system. But they also believe that the fun-
damental structures of international politics are ``social rather than
strictly material.'' For them, structure is determined not by the distri-
bution of material capabilities among nation-states but rather by the
product of social relationships. Social structures are made up of shared
knowledge as well as of material resources and power politics. For con-
structivists, the ``security dilemma'' is a social structure based on inter-
subjective understandings in which nation-states do not trust each other;
they therefore de®ne their national interests in self-help terms. On the
other hand, a ``security community'' is a social structure based on shared
knowledge in which nation-states trust one another to resolve con¯icts of
interest without resorting to arms.9

Constructivists argue that, in addition to power politics, other ideas
such as the rule of law and the importance of institutional cooperation
in¯uence states' behaviour. Through reciprocity nation-states learn and
understand the structure of shared knowledge in the system and thus be-
have in a more cooperative way. Although Alexander Wendt suggests
that the socially constructed structure is not easily transformed, other
constructivists are more optimistic in that they suggest there is room for
nation-states to pursue policies of peaceful change rather than being
forced to engage in a process of struggling for power. A major difference
between the realist and constructivist schools of thought, moreover, is
that the latter does not separate the domestic and international political
milieux. Both environments are instead considered to be part of an
overall, socially constructed process.10

Most of the perspectives mentioned above emphasize the importance
of nation-states in the international system. However, the ``globalist''
approach challenges this state-centric assumption. During the post±Cold
War era the process of globalization has been accelerated and now a
``global society'' is increasingly evident. The emergence of such a society,
based on systems of international economic interdependence, global
communications, and an increasingly homogeneous global culture, has
created broad social relationships that transcend the territorial borders
of most of the active participants of international society (mainly great
powers and middle powers). The process of globalization has also, how-
ever, produced new types of insecurity associated with issues concerning
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the environment, poverty, weapons of mass destruction, and ethnic and
religious con¯ict (to name but a few). Globalists argue, therefore, that it
is necessary to deal with the security of individuals and of groups within a
global society. For them, the traditional focus on national security cannot
tackle the broader security issues related to environmental hazards, in-
equality and poverty, mass destruction, genocide and ethnic cleansing,
human rights, and minority rights.11

During the period of superpower confrontation, regional politics was a
zero-sum type of game in which a gain to one group was a loss to the
other. During that period, two superpowers directly or through regional
clients suppressed or intervened in regional con¯icts, including ethno-
communal con¯icts. The end of the bipolar world accelerated global-
ization, and this process has also provided opportunities for suppressed
ethnic and religious con¯icts to resurface in various parts of the under-
developed world. Religious and cultural differences, the pursuit of self-
determination or autonomy, different levels of socio-economic develop-
ment, political inclusion and exclusion, leadership voids, and foreign
interests have all emerged to play important roles in creating collective
fears of the future for different ethnic or religious groups that had no
opportunities to prosper during the Cold War. Indeed these collective
fears of the future have become the main cause of ethnic and religious
con¯icts in the underdeveloped parts of the world.12

During the Cold War period, realist thought prevailed. But, as we have
summarized above, in the post±Cold War period the Westphalian order
based on the nation-state system has been challenged. Many now argue
that a substantial number of factors had made it more dif®cult for any one
state to exercise power over its people and address issues it once con-
sidered its sole prerogative. The communications revolution, the rise of
transnational corporations, increasing migration, economic integration,
and the global nature of economic and environmental problems are all
relevant in this context. Terrorism, drug traf®cking, money laundering,
and so-called ``grey area'' security issues are likewise emerging.13 The
increasing lack of state control, an inability to solve pressing problems,
and the fact that few states' boundaries or interests coincide with the na-
tionalities within, have all exacerbated the widespread mistrust of politi-
cal leaders and institutions in many states.14 It is further argued by glob-
alists that when the ``state'' as a political unit can no longer cope with
the challenges that it now faces, it will no longer be able to perform its
primary function within the international system and it will therefore
disappear.

To us, these assertions seem only partially correct. For example, we
acknowledge that one government alone cannot control activities that
thin the layer of ozone in the stratosphere or that increase the density of
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carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. Resolving this type of problem there-
fore requires a collective effort. On the other hand, we must also argue
that the concept of the modern state is not obsolete. In the Asia-Paci®c
region, for example, territorial disputes remain one of the major issues of
the day. The Senkaku or Daioyutai Islands dispute is still a source of
tension between China and Japan, a number of states are involved in a
variety of disputes in the South China Sea, the Tok-to dispute separates
Korea and Japan, and the dispute over the ``Northern Territory'' con-
tinues between Russia and Japan. Moreover, on the Korean peninsula
the Cold War is far from over. The die-hard repressive communist regime
in North Korea continues to pose a threat to the regional security order.

There is convincing evidence that Asian countries have increased their
military procurements over the past few decades (although the Asian
®nancial crisis substantially impeded this trend).15 Some scholars would
argue that military expenditure can have a negative impact on a state's
economic performance and consequently harm its people's well-being,
but this kind of argument is supported only in the case of developed
countries and not for developing or underdeveloped countries. Many
empirical studies show that military spending can actually have a positive
impact on economic development in underdeveloped countries.16

We believe that these examples indicate that states are not yet obso-
lete. States must still be militarily prepared to protect and defend their
territory, sovereignty, and populace. Especially in North-East Asia, the
regional system still seems to be anarchic and the ``self-help'' mentality
prevails.

However, we do not suggest that the concept of ``national security,''
with its focus on the military defence of the state, is the only important
concept in international relations and that the ideas of others, such as
constructivists or globalists, should be ignored completely. Emphasis on
other emerging security issues related to environmental hazards, poverty,
weapons of mass destruction, genocide and ethnic cleansing, and human
rights is needed as well. In particular, we must pay more attention to the
concept of human security. The concept of ``human security'' is discussed
in detail in the following section.

Rede®ning the concept of human security

In the post±Cold War period, most parts of the world are occupied with
the movements and activities of democratization and liberalization. Yet
human rights issues should also receive more attention. Although human
security has become an increasingly important issue in international pol-
itics, in most parts of the world the concept still remains underdeveloped,

38 HUMAN SECURITY: DEVELOPING THE CONCEPT



hardly making it to the top of the list on any state's foreign policy agenda.
Canada is the major exception. Certain industrial states (led by Japan)
have also promoted human security issues in a UN context. As discussed
in chapter 1, however, there is not yet much consensus within the aca-
demic and policy communities on how human security should be de®ned,
what are the threats to human security, and how that security can be
achieved (to name but a few problematic areas).

For some, human security refers to freedom from hunger, torture, im-
prisonment without a free and fair trial, discrimination against minorities
and women, and domestic violence. It also refers to such issues as com-
munal security, ethnic con¯ict (mainly prevalent in Africa and Asia),
gender security, and the use of rape as a weapon of war (for example, as
in the case of the former Yugoslavia in the 1990s).17 Positively, it em-
braces a concept of freedom that is based on ``the capacity and opportu-
nity that allows each human being to enjoy life to the fullest without
imposing constraints upon others engaged in the same pursuit.'' That is,
``human security refers to the quality of life of the people of a society
or polity. Anything which degrades their quality of life ± demographic
pressures, diminished access to or stock of resources, and so on ± is a
security threat. Conversely, anything which can upgrade their quality of
life ± for example, economic growth, improved access to resources, social
and political empowerment, and so on ± is an enhancement of human
security.''18

Human security incorporates many aspects of ``comprehensive secu-
rity,'' one of the most widely used phrases in the post±Cold War era, in
terms of the inclusiveness of its security agenda. Both human security and
comprehensive security deal with various non-military issues including
political, economic, societal, environmental, and communal factors. In
this, they move beyond the con®nes of the traditional notion of security
that encompasses only the military dimension. However, the unit of
analysis is basically different. Human security focuses on individual hu-
man beings whereas comprehensive security still regards the nation-state
as the principal actor. Human security assumes that basic human needs
and interests are necessary conditions for society. But it is not presumed
that, without human security, national security cannot be guaranteed.
Comprehensive security, on the other hand, is based on the liberal idea
that non-military issues also in¯uence national security and that insti-
tutions can make a difference by promoting security in the system. In this
chapter we view ``human security'' as being a condition of relative safety
that is free from humanitarian emergencies caused by natural or man-
made disasters at the national, regional, and international levels and that
also encompasses the political, military, economic, societal, communal,
and environmental spheres.
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Some analysts suggest that humanitarian emergencies refer to ``man-
made disasters such as genocide and ecological disasters such as ¯oods
and famines'' and ``episodes in which ethnic or revolutionary war and
state repression lead to refugee ¯ows, forced displacement of people,
and massive destruction of property.''19 Others argue that humanitarian
emergencies can be divided into four basic categories: (1) warfare (mainly
within states); (2) disease; (3) hunger; and (4) refugee ¯ight. In other
words, humanitarian emergencies are profound social crises ``in which a
large number of people die and suffer from war, disease, hunger, and dis-
placement owing to man-made and natural disasters, while some others
may bene®t from it.''20 The United States Mission to the United Nations
de®nes humanitarian emergencies as crises ``in which large numbers of
people are dependent on humanitarian assistance . . . from sources exter-
nal to their own society . . . and/or . . . are in need of physical protection in
order to have access to subsistence or external assistance.''21

Related to the human security issue is an understanding that a hu-
manitarian emergency in one country will not only have an impact on its
own people but could spread elsewhere within the international system.
So human security affects not only the human being as a unit of con-
cern but also other units such as nation-states and systemic actors. In
addressing human security issues, one can thus still think in terms of na-
tional and international security.

Although human security and national security can be mutually rein-
forcing concepts, they may also be in con¯ict with each other. Reinforcing
human security in some ®elds may cause, intensify, or trigger other
threats to national security. For example, landmines around the Demili-
tarized Zone on the Korean peninsula can be dangerous for individuals
who live nearby. However, removal of the landmines for human security
purposes might undermine South Korean national security by increasing
the prospects of a North Korean blitzkrieg.

The recent spate of ®nancial crises in Asian countries provides another
useful example of these countervailing forces in operation (but in this
case in the reverse direction). Because the South Korean government
believed that the recent ®nancial crisis threatened its national prosperity,
it considered the crisis to be a threat to national security. The govern-
ment therefore tried very hard to overcome the crisis by restructuring the
banking system and by reforming conglomerates. But, as a result of this
restructuring, the number of people unemployed in South Korea in-
creased considerably. Consequently, the human security of those unem-
ployed individuals was seriously threatened.

It is being argued here that the core elements of human security are
concerns and interests that include issues such as human rights and that
human security can supplement national and/or international security.
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But we also believe that the human security paradigm cannot supplant
those of national security or international security. Human security
strategies, policies, and activities are needed to overcome situations of
human insecurity that may have been caused by humanitarian emer-
gencies and to prevent humanitarian crises that could lead to greater in-
security and even to con¯ict. But strategies, policies, and activities for
human security should be carried out in such a way that they do not
hamper the pursuit of national and international security. Our concept of
human security is based, therefore, on a so-called ``open-minded realist''
or ``human realist'' approach. The human realist approach tries to re¯ect
both human security and some traditional security interests.

The concept of traditional security has emphasized order and stability,
whereas the existing concept of human security seems to lay greater stress
on values, especially human rights, democracy, and the market economy.
However, there are clear drawbacks in insisting that Western visions of
democracy, market economy, and human rights be universalized.

First, no one will disagree with the argument that democracies promote
human rights better than do alternative regimes. So, increasing demo-
cratization will lead simultaneously to an enforcement of human rights
and a more peaceful world. But, the installation of democratic institutions
in one society or polity does not automatically guarantee the human rights
of minorities. After all, democracy is an instrument of majority or plu-
ralistic rule. Free popular participation in politics, guaranteed in a demo-
cratic regime, can lead easily to the violation of human rights. For
example, many people, both individually or in groups, would like to use
their political power to gain an unfair advantage over their political ene-
mies. Human rights, however, are non-majoritarian; instead, they aim to
protect every human being. In democratic societies where the majority or
plurality is relatively well positioned to care for its own rights and inter-
ests, one of the most important functions of human rights is to constrain
that majority from exercising complete authority over other factions.
Until suitable mechanisms for guaranteeing the human rights of minor-
ities are introduced, the enjoyment of human rights will remain insecure
even in democratic societies.

Enforcement of the market economy is not the end of the story for
human rights activists, either. The equity issue is also a very important
consideration. The market economy may be economically ef®cient. That
is, given a limited supply of resources, market systems of allocation and
distribution will produce a higher total output in terms of goods and
services supplied than other economic systems. But the market system
also distributes that production to those who have power within it, typi-
cally those with an income or information advantage, rather than to those
speci®cally in need. To put it differently, although the market economy
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produces more overall, it is not necessarily producing more for all. In
fact, the free market typically develops gross inequalities between in-
dividuals within a society in terms of income, living conditions, etc.

Today, most Asian countries are faced with a severe ®nancial crisis, the
so-called ``IMF crisis.'' South Korea is no exception. The South Korean
government, in seeking to resolve its ®nancial crisis, has made every
effort to induce foreign investment by following the suggestions and pre-
scriptions of the United States, the International Monetary Fund, and
other Western countries. It has tried very hard to open up its domestic
market and to restructure its banking system and companies through big
deals, mergers, and mass lay-offs in the workforce. But, to increase its
national credit rating and to increase the ef®ciency of its economy, the
South Korean government has had temporarily to abandon the equity
issue. In this situation, the question that needs to be asked is who is going
to be responsible for the rapidly growing number of unemployed South
Koreans and for protecting their human rights? South Korea at this point
in time is, therefore, a graphic example of how the operations of a market
economy can have negative consequences for human rights.

Yet this evidence should not be construed to suggest that we are
against the overall relative advantages of the democratic/market system
as compared with the available alternatives. Quite the opposite is the case
and we staunchly support that system. We are, however, suggesting that
democracy and the free market system do not automatically promote
improvements in the quality of life of individuals in a society. With this in
mind, human security should be applied in such a way that it will be en-
joyed not just by the majority of people within a democratic society but
also by its minorities.

Policy suggestions

The Congress of Vienna in 1815 was perhaps the ®rst instance in the
modern era of international eÂ lites showing a distinct level of concern for
human rights. The Congress not only dealt with religious freedom as well
as civil and political rights, but also agreed in principle to abolish slavery.
A number of anti-slavery acts and treaties followed (for example, the
Berlin Conference on Africa in 1885, the Brussels Conference in 1890,
the Treaty of Saint Germain in 1919, the Geneva Conference in 1926, and
Great Britain's Abolition Act of 1833). The Hague peace conferences of
1899 and 1907 introduced the notion of the right of individuals to appeal
to the Court of Appeal. The Peace Conference at Versailles in 1919
demonstrated its concern for the protection of minorities.22

At the end of World War II, international concern for human and mi-
nority rights intensi®ed. The International Labour Organization, in par-
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ticular, made important contributions to the development of human
rights. It established conventions on the right to organize and bargain
collectively, on the abolition of forced labour, and on ending discrimina-
tion in employment and occupation. Since its establishment, the United
Nations has also played an important role in monitoring human rights
violations. The 1948 Declaration of Human Rights, the Genocide Con-
vention, and the International Criminal Court are all examples. Other
regional conventions such as the European Convention on Human Rights
of 1950 and the Inter-American System of Human Rights have contri-
buted to the protection of human rights through monitoring, fact-®nding,
and reporting human rights violations on the national and international
level. In this task they have been greatly assisted by a number of
NGOs, including Amnesty International, Worldwatch, and the Minority
Group.23

At the start of the twenty-®rst century, it is expected that the issue of
human security will become more important in world politics. As we have
seen, its emergence as a key factor in international security politics is
illustrated not only by the fact that many problems we face in world
politics have something to do with human security and human rights, but
also by the fact that their amelioration and cure will require globally co-
ordinated responses.

Two pressing questions present themselves: how can human security
best be achieved and who should lead the effort? Certainly, efforts to
enhance human security should be multidimensional in the sense that
action is required at a number of levels ± national, regional, and global.
National governments need to assume primary responsibility for restor-
ing the state of human security and for preventing humanitarian emer-
gencies. However, in addressing many issues of human security, close
consultation and coordination are required across national boundaries. A
comprehensive and collective approach is therefore required. Institutions
created to manage human security will need to perform three important
functions: (1) giving early warning of humanitarian emergencies, (2)
ensuring early consultation among members and interested parties, and
(3) providing crisis management with regular supervision. Early warning
activities will be particularly enhanced by information sharing, data
gathering, and monitoring on potential human disasters. All these func-
tions, however, can be seen as important preventative measures con-
tributing to human security. Early consultation is needed to prevent the
spread of future humanitarian crises and to secure their early resolution.
Crisis management through regular monitoring and supervision of any
agreements is also required.

There will also be a need to promote various channels of dialogue on
future human security challenges. In this sense, ``epistemic communities''
± dialogues among experts on speci®c issues ± will play a crucial role.
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However, new international conventions and protocols for implementing
human security can be empowered only if and when consensus emerges
among the various interested parties. Achieving such consensus will, by
necessity, demand a concerted effort to bridge the gap that currently
exists between developed and developing (or underdeveloped) countries.
A widespread conviction exists in developing and underdeveloped coun-
tries that the concept of human security is merely another tactic that
developed countries are using in order to impose their values, infringe
the sovereignty of less developed countries, and exploit their national
interests. Claims of human rights violations in less developed countries
are cited as typical examples of the ``have states'' pressuring their less
fortunate counterparts to comply with their own policies.

As we have mentioned above, there are other related problems.
Sometimes democracy and the free market system do not correlate with
minority rights. As noted in chapter 1, various Asian political systems
have emerged that conduct elections but that simultaneously discourage
genuinely contested choices for leadership. Also, the reinforcement of
human security in some countries may intensify threats to their national
security. It is critical that the installation of Western norms, such as de-
mocracy and the free market system, in less well developed countries
should be balanced by an appropriate recognition of the different tradi-
tional values and norms and the different national security environments
that pertain to particular developing countries.

Middle powers could play a special role in developing the concept of
human security and brokering its implementation at the international
level. Less powerful than the UN Security Council's permanent members
but more so than less developed countries, such middle powers as Aus-
tralia, Canada, and Korea could take the initiative for building consensus
among the world community because they threaten no one but still en-
gender suf®cient respect and command enough resources to in¯uence the
behaviour of great and small powers alike. Middle power collaboration
to establish procedures and mechanisms ensuring that human security
agendas are not dominated by a hegemon, or by a few great powers,
could be a ®rst, very real step to advancing that concept in ways which
will transform it from an idea into a widely accepted reality.
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