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This essay is an attempt to provide a historical and structural frame of reference
for the study of human security, from a distinctively “foreign” standpoint.1 More
specifically, the essay explores its various meanings, intellectual roots, and
antecedents, as well as, the debates and controversies about its significance and its
implications for the conduct of global politics and foreign policy. In addition, and
more substantively, the aim of the paper is to advance some tentative observations
regarding the interface among peace, human rights, and sustainable development in
a post–Cold War context. The main thesis in this analysis is that growing
interdependence, a main consequence of integration and globalization, creates
mutual vulnerability for all nations, groups, and individuals.

With the end of World War II, military security and economic development
became the parameters of what was then construed as a rigid bipolar world system.
The end of the Cold War spearheaded a tendency to celebrate unipolarity and the
“end of history”2 as the inevitable result of globalization and the work of market
forces. However, this neofunctional utopia came to an abrupt end with the terrorist
attacks of September 11, 2001. In its stead, an all-encompassing and already evolving
mutation of the national security doctrine reemerged, centered not on deterrence but
on preemption. Its prime manifestation has been the War on Terror. As with the
Cold War, but without the constraint of mutual deterrence, security is perceived once
again as an endless zero-sum game.3 In this new context, the once unthinkable, yet
omnipresent, negative-score game, has become a distinct probability.

The Limits of Prevailing Common Wisdom 
It is increasingly obvious that unilateralism and the dominant vision of national

security today do not guarantee real security for most people on the planet.4 This
vision does not even guarantee the safety of those in the “home front” it proclaims
to protect. Nor could the porous neoliberal promises of Trilateralism5 and
globalization—at the other end of the liberal-conservative continuum—lead to its
proclaimed end of contradictions, and of history itself. Realism, and its US national
security corollary, have been, and remain, in essence, reductionist and one-
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dimensional views of security. This extreme version of realism overemphasizes
power politics and the centrality of force at the expense of diplomacy, law, and other
forms of cultural, social, economic, or environmental interaction. In turn, neoliberal
regime theory and its corollary of globalism6 tend to present a mechanistic quasi-
Marxist base-superstructure mindset. It is a type of economic and market
determinism of the Right, in which the logic of the market substitutes for politics.

To paraphrase a well-known dictum: Not being part of
the solution, the ideologies of national security and
globalism may well be part of the problem.

The post–September 11 world reveals, simultaneously, a profound crisis of both
neoliberal globalism, and the illusion of national security based upon the sovereignty
of the state. Both perspectives fail to understand the persistent and real challenges
resulting from human-environmental interactions. Threats of this nature range from
epidemics, to geological or climatic disasters such as the recent Asian tsunami, to the
obvious impact of Hurricane Katrina upon vulnerable populations. These events are
examples of profound, yet latent, human insecurity becoming manifest and
catastrophic. National security and regime theory also fail to address other more
mundane issues including hunger, unemployment, and exclusion. To paraphrase a
well-known dictum: Not being part of the solution, the ideologies of national
security and globalism may well be part of the problem.

The Need for a New Perspective 
To engage in a rational but not dispassionate analysis of the current global

predicament, and to devise a system of international norms, institutions, and
appropriate responses to real challenges, requires a new critical, systemic, and
reflective approach. Put simply, questions and problems need to precede
prescriptions and solutions, even at the cost of learning to live with cognitive
dissonance. The concepts of human security and mutual vulnerability,7 by putting
people at the center, offer a multivariate, complex, but intelligible systemic
perspective without the nationalist distortions of realism, or the global biases of
neoliberalism.

Human security issues relate to the well-being, safety, and dignity of people.8 As
such, they have largely remained at the margin of the literature of international
relations and international security.9 This peripheral character of the field is both by
neglect and by design. On the one hand, the daily survival, livelihoods, and resilience
of billions of people, as well as the global commons, is less glamorous than the
challenges confronted by the usual heroes of international lore, namely princes and
merchants.10 The periphery does not quite “fit” the arcane and exclusive discourse of
international relations and global politics. On the other hand, the term human
security is perceived, by many in the global core, with utmost suspicion. For others,
at least until the events of September 11 and the string of recent environmental
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disasters, it has seemed impractical, or simply, “hot air.”11 Putting both the
ethnocentric and militaristic assumptions of nationalist “realism” and those of
neoliberal globalism to question often evokes a highly emotive response.12 There are
also critical and progressive analysts who see human security as a doubled-edged
sword, with the capacity to be co-opted by aggressive would-be imperialists to justify
“humanitarian” interventionism, or worse, to “securitize” and militarize all aspects of
human life.13

DOCTRINES AND DOMINANT DISCOURSES

Beneath the seemingly antagonistic divide between Pentagonists14 and free-
trading Trilateralists,15 national security and neoliberal discourses still hold their sway
among mainstream thinkers and decision makers in the US, a good part of the G-8,
and their peripheral client states. For mainstream intellectuals and politicians, and for
those benefiting most from the “New World Order,”16 the dynamics and effects of
national security and/or pro-business policies are tantamount to categorical
imperatives, the power of nature, or metaphysical manifestations of a Hegelian idea-
force. In a world driven by the invisible hand, unquestionable scientific truths,
atavistic instincts, or human nature, even Providence itself,17 these abstractions end
up building a virtual reality where civilizations inevitably collide,18 or a felicitous “end
of history” becomes a tautological final state.

Answers Without Questions  
In this deterministic realm, as was once the case with scientific socialism, there

is no room for ambiguity: what is real is rational; what is rational is real.
Indeterminacy always disturbs those looking for clear-cut answers to unformulated
questions. In a tight worldview things are either willed into existence, or are
tautologically predictable beyond material proof or refutation. It is assumed that all
rational actors can do is first to understand, and then to adjust to objective “laws” of
economics, warfare, or human nature.

The periphery does not quite “fit” the arcane and
exclusive discourse of international relations and global
politics.

The language of strategic studies, as was the case with development,
modernization, and globalization, is replete with implicit teleologies.19 So is the self-
justifying discourse associated with the dynamics of war, driven by either sacred or
civic religion.20 From this narrow point of view, the most people can do is to seek
the best way to reach a predetermined end. A functional and instrumental rationality
of means21 prevails. Conversely, substantive considerations related to ethics,22 goals,
circumstances, and consequences tend to fall by the wayside.

In the Manichean, good-evil bipolarity of the Cold War, elites fended off the
double threat of “international communism” and domestic insurgency. Few ever
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dared to question the morality, or even the effectiveness, of this deadly logic, short
of being accused of subversion and heresy. From the 1960s through the 1970s,
national security regimes and unabashed state terrorism became a staple of daily life
for millions of people in Latin America. This ideological “software,” enthusiastically
endorsed by US policymakers,23 was the prescription of choice. At the level of
praxis, this policy translated into torture, mass murder, and disappearances. These
methods, justified by the prevailing national security doctrine, constituted the
instrumentalities—or social engineering—to attain stability, roll back reform and
“over-participation,” and facilitate the advance of economic “freedom.”24

The Exhaustion of National Security  
The perpetual state of emergency, conceptualized by Carl Schmitt,25 rested upon

the widespread and persistent insecurity of most of the population. This feature
constituted the distinct trait of national security.26 At its peak in 1975, this mode of
repressive conflict management affected fifteen of the twenty Latin American
republics, home to over two-thirds of the region’s population. Even after decades of
alleged democratic restoration, the consequences of the states of exception under
the national security regimes have been a lingering legacy of democratic deficits27

and socioeconomic inequality.28  

The shift from bureaucratic authoritarianism to restricted democracy started in
the late 1970s. Yet, with the exception of Nicaragua in 1979, the transitions were not
the result of the overthrowing of the dictatorships, but rather of a soft landing
strategy superintended by Washington.29 In the protracted early phase of
“normalization,” the exiting repressive regimes, and their business and military
supporters, retained the upper hand. These authoritarian preserves retained
“metapower”30 by controlling the rules of the game and the political agendas of
transition. Adherence to the economic model advanced in the Washington
consensus, “burying the past,” and maintaining areas of exceptionality in security
forces exemplified a type of policy blueprints for reemerging democracies.31 These
constraints included strict neoliberal prescriptions and structural adjustments,
combined with blanket immunities to perpetrators of human rights abuses.
Structural adjustment policies (SAPs) became even more astringent in subsequent
years through the conditionalities attached to debt management schemes.

By the early 1980s, national security and
counterinsurgent strategies had failed to contain popular
demands by imposing dictatorship over deeply rooted
legitimacy crises.

To secure the compliance as well as the continuity of this formula, the political
regimes to emerge from these skewed negotiations were very restricted, “low
intensity,” “governable,” and tame democracies.32 They were also characterized by
significant exclusion of political actors and agendas. In them, the extraterritoriality
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and un-touchability of the security forces was not only maintained, but also
guaranteed.33 So was their role as insurance policy and political arbiter of last resort,
in order to prevent left-leaning coalitions and populist policies to set root, let alone
gain an upper hand. These were basically the same military, police, paramilitary, and
“secret armies” that had perpetrated the most extreme abuses of human rights
during the “regimes of exception.” In most cases, the transition meant little more
than the consolidation of the old dictatorial market-friendly models, under newly
democratically elected management. In other words, seen from a broader
perspective, national security and transition to democratic neoliberalism were two
sides of the same coin. The shift involved, in most cases, the consolidation of the
socioeconomic regime created by the dictatorships.

THE ROOTS OF HUMAN SECURITY

The notion of human security emerged against the backdrop of numerous
national security regime crises in the late 1970s and early 1980s, and the tide of
popular revolts and rebellions in Central America that the Reagan administration
sought to counteract. The crises in that region were clearly ones of domination,34

punctuated by the inability of the illegitimate authoritarian regimes to retain control
by military force. By the early 1980s, national security and counterinsurgent strategies
had failed to contain popular demands by imposing dictatorship over deeply rooted
legitimacy crises. These regimes faced the real possibility of defeat by insurgency.

Conceptual Antecedents and Circumstances 
Human security also emerged as a way of conceiving another, broader,

conception of security. In this sense, it was and continues to be a “work in progress,”
centered upon people’s needs,35 not on the instruments of force, counterinsurgency,
or the fleeting strategic interests of superpowers. Here, human security constituted a
development and synthesis of many evolving and hitherto piecemeal conceptual
strains. For decades, terms such as personal security, food security, health security,36

economic (e.g. job and income) security, environmental security, and social security
have been used throughout the region.37 These were often connected to notions of
sustainable development,38 equity, need satisfaction, and basic human needs.39 All
these were rooted in homegrown theories and practices: from the structuralism of
the UN Economic Commision for Latin America40 to Liberation theology,41 Freirean
pedagogy,42 and environmentalism, to democratic socialism, self-management, co-
operativism, or Christian-humanism’s ideas on communitarian solidarity.43

Even in the realm of traditional military security, the Falklands-Malvinas and the
Peru-Ecuadorian conflicts produced an increasing interest among regional political
elites in what was referred to as cooperative security, “common hemispheric
security,” and confidence-building measures. A growing consensus emerged in the
1980s that the Rio Treaty (TIAR), unlike Europe’s NATO, was not conducive to
creating a security community, let alone regional peace. The multilayered civil wars in
Central America, and the hotly contested regional peace initiatives, such as the
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Contadora peace process, and Esquipulas I and II, were a challenge to American
concepts of hemispheric security.44 Cast against the background of late twentieth-
century world politics, the idea of human security was also the result of the end of
the Cold War and the need felt by many intellectuals and policymakers outside the
US to take a fresh look at the world, and reexamine the very concepts of
development, development assistance, and multilateralism without the bipolar lenses
of the Cold War (Galtung, PRIO, Rosenau).

It is very likely that the theoretical foundations of human security date back to
Harold Lasswell’s concept of “human dignity,”45 Kenneth Boulding’s work on peace
research, and Johan Galtung’s and Robert Cox’s critical international political
economy46—especially their contributions to what is known as global theory. The
origins of the human security idiom in the Americas can be traced back to the work
of the Ottawa-based International Development Research Centre (IDRC) special
Presidential Commission on South-North Relations, established by its then
president, Ivan Head, in 1988, along with the publication of Head’s On a Hinge of
History; The Mutual Vulnerability of South and North (1992), 47 and Nef ’s Human Security
and Mutual Vulnerability: An Exploration into the Global Political Economy of Development
and Underdevelopment (1995).48 In 1975, the IDRC had already sponsored the
pioneering work of the Bariloche Foundation and its alternative model,49 which
challenged the Malthusian developmental assumptions of the Limits to Growth.50 Our
own use of the term human security dates back to a document prepared at the
United Nations ECLA in Santiago, in 1991, in which national security was contrasted
with a “different kind of security: human security.”51 An operational conceptual
framework for human security, and the term itself, officially emerged in the UNDP’s
1994 Human Development Report.

DEFINING AND OPERATIONALIZING HUMAN SECURITY

There are two interrelated concepts in our broader systemic framework: human
security and mutual vulnerability.52 The former refers to the creation and
maintenance of circumstances conducive to the reduction of risk and uncertainty, in
order to achieve what Lasswell referred to as “human dignity.”53 Human security can
be understood as the probability of risk reduction: the abatement of insecurity. Risk-
reduction in any system, from domestic to global, other things remaining constant,
is a function of the achievement of security at the lower and more exposed levels.
Mutual vulnerability, in turn, refers to the interconnectedness of system
dysfunctions, producing imbalances and entropy both at the micro and macro levels.
Any system and any level of aggregation are only as strong as their weakest links.
This means both that components are interconnected, and systems are subsystem
dependent. In a national, regional, or global context, this translates into a situation
of shared and reciprocal vulnerability among all the actors. Epidemics,
environmental stress, economic recession, or the effects of man-made catastrophes
often do not stop at socially-constructed borders. Increasingly, communications,
financial, and even migratory flows are hard to control, especially in the context of
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globalization. In a sense, mutual vulnerability has been enhanced by globalization.

Dimensions of Security and Insecurity
Security implies, at a minimum, a number of interwoven and interconnected

dimensions (subsystems or regimes): the ecosystem, the economy, the society, the
polity, and the culture. Needless to say, this typology is an abstract and simplified
manner for looking at complex, concrete, and multisided phenomena. Under these
labels, there are numerous specific assets and liabilities affecting people. These
include environmental sustainability and resilience; good health; employment; well-
being; social support networks; and freedom from fear, want, and discrimination.
They also include cultural attributes like knowledge, skills, and hope.

All these individual and collective dimensions of security constitute values that
are both scarce and necessary. However, it is the political-governance dimension that
holds the key to safeguarding physical-environmental, economic, social, and cultural
rights. Politics is also central for articulating, legitimizing, and representing demands,
and for determining the enforceable “rules of the game”—in Lasswell’s words, “who
gets what, when and how.”54 As there is much more to security than politics, there is
also much more to politics than conflict, might, and force. The latter, may remain an
instrument of last resort in power relations, but not its only instrument. War, as an
extreme and widespread use of force, may be seen as a continuation of politics, but
it is also its antithesis: the very failure of politics.55 Political interactions are eminently
about power and powerlessness, conflict management, conflict resolution, and the
attainment and maintenance of social and intersocietal peace.

It is the political-governance dimension that holds the
key to safeguarding physical-environmental, economic,
social, and cultural rights.

Peace is at the root of political security, but peace is not simply the absence of
explicit violence. Issues of equity, accessibility, and fairness are, by their very nature,
simultaneously fundamental political issues and pressing security concerns. Thus,
peace, human rights, and sustainable development are interconnected components of
human security and insecurity. Unlike realism and national security, or neoliberal
regime theory, the perspective developed here offers a flexible, multidimensional,
and systemic framework to understand the human predicament. Human security’s
main focus is people and humanity at large, rather than nation-states (or more
specifically their rulers), or business elites in a neofunctional regime.

As mentioned above, human security can be conceived in terms of five
subsystems and their regimes: environmental, economic, social, political, and
cultural. Insecurity threats emerge as a direct consequence of dysfunctional regimes
in their multiple and overlapping systemic dimensions. For instance, the
reproduction and expansion of environmental insecurity (i.e., un-sustainability), both
at the micro and macro levels, are manifested through closely interconnected
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“drivers.” The latter includes the cultural understanding of environment, the specific
context and circumstances in which human-environmental interface takes place, the
structures of social action related to this interface, the dynamics and processes of
human-environment interaction, and the consequences of these processes. That is,
actions and behaviors are influenced by values, they occur in a context, they are
materialized in structures, and above all, they have effects.

Challenging Conventional Fallacies
Social systems are built on habits and conventions; they are neither automatic,

nor inherently self-correcting. The acquisition of knowledge, combined with the
ability to manage regimes (environmental, economic, social, political, and cultural), is
central to the attainment of security, both as a structural attribute and as a cultural
practice.56 The existence and maintenance of a viable structure of peace and security
is contingent upon a culture and pedagogy of peace,57 and the latter is, in turn,
constrained and conditioned by the former. In this sense, ethics, agency, and
consequences are intrinsically tied together in systems of knowledge and action.

This mode of analysis brings into question the fundamental premise of the
dominant international paradigms that emerged at the end of World War II, and
more recently with the collapse of the Soviet Union. This refers specifically to the
notion that the developed and pluralist North is inherently secure and virtually
immune to catastrophic failure, while the South is not. In an increasingly
interdependent world, the weaknesses in the global South, and those pockets of
insecurity within developed societies, increase the vulnerability of the North in ways
that have not been accounted for in standard international relations and development
theory—leading to shared vulnerability. This can be summarized and simplified in
Table 1.

Without venturing into the arcane realm of prediction, this conceptual
perspective made it possible to foresee, already in the late 1980s and early 1990s, that
the mounting problems of the less developed periphery transformed themselves into
problems for the center. Issues of environmental deterioration (in the biosphere,
hydrosphere, soil, and climate), communicable diseases (such as HIV/AIDS, Hanta,
or cholera), massive migrations, low intensity conflict, and state failure do not only
feed on each other, they also unleash a perverse synergy that exhibits an
“epidemiological” proclivity to severely affect far-away regions, physically separate
from the origin of the stress.

Likewise, a more systemic and open-ended paradigm could offer a conceptual
insight into the dynamics, etiology, context, cultures, structures, and lingering effects
of violence; for instance, the terrorist attacks in New York and Washington, DC in
2001, Madrid in 2004, and London in 2005. This mode of analysis can also highlight
the predictability of decision makers given the prevailing paradigms in international
affairs. From the vantage point of a multivariate perspective such as this it could have
been possible to forecast, as far back as 1995, that many policies designed to fight
subversion would have the unintended effect of multiplying insecurity in both the
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Table 1: Human Security/Insecurity: Analytical Matrix

Variables

ECOLOGY
(Life)

Environmental
Capital

ECONOMY
(Wealth)
Economic
Capital

SOCIETY
(Support: well-
being, respect,

rectitude) 
Social Capital

POLITY
(Power)
Political
Capital

CULTURE
(Knowledge,

Skill)
Cultural
Capital

Context

The natural
environment:
biophysical

surroundings of
social life 

Styles of
development:

economic
practices 

Expectations,
social practices
and traditions 

External and
internal

conflicts:
capabilities/
expectations,
elites/masses,
sovereignty/
dependency

Construction of
the social and
physical world
and collective
experiences 

Culture
Ecoculture:

Cosmovision of
environment 

Economic
doctrines: ways

of
understanding
the economy

Social doctrines:
Values, norms
and attitudes;
identity and

modal 
personality

Ideologies: the
role of the state
and its relations

with the
governed

Philosophy:
(axiologies,

teleologies and
deontologies),

ethical and
moral codes

Structure

Natural vs.
resource

endowment,
spatial

distribution
(relationship

between
environment
and resources),

and
"environmental

footprint"

Economic
units:

consumers/
producers;

labor/capital

Roles and
status: social

structures,
groups, classes,

fractions 

Brokers and
institutions:

interest groups,
parties, cliques,
governments,
bureaucracies

Educational
structures, both

formal and
informal:
schools,

universities,
learning

communities

Processes

Destruction/
regeneration of
air, water, land,
flora and fauna

Production and
distribution of

goods and
services

Interactions:
cooperation,

conflict,
mobilization/

De-
mobilization

Conflict-
management:

consensus,
repression,
rebellion,
stalemate

Learning:
construction of
consciousness,

knowledge,
base values,

processes and
teleologies 

Effect
Sustainability-

entropy
Prosperity-

poverty
Equity-inequity Peace-violence

Wisdom-
stupidity
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periphery and the center. In fact, policies proclaimed in the name of antiterrorism
ended up fuelling terrorism, enhancing antidemocratic predispositions, and
government by deceit.58

This mode of analysis can contribute as well as assess the multidimensional and
interconnected nature of complex humanitarian emergencies, not as exceptionalities,
but as the likely outcome of interrelated and predictable environmental, economic,
social, political, and cultural interfaces. In addition, doing so could help challenge
some of the misleading presuppositions and mythologies surrounding conventional
development and security thinking. Such proverbial “mantras,” magic bullets, and
recipes include: the idea that growth will solve most problems, the faith in
homeostatic invisible hands, the virtues of lifeboat ethics, the lures of unilateralism,
the belief that military might equals security, or the conviction that there is no
problem that cannot be tackled by technological fixes.

HUMAN SECURITY AND FOREIGN POLICY

In the late 1990s, the ideas generated in the above mentioned 1988 Ottawa-
based IDRC commission working on Ivan Head’s South-North hypothesis were
brought to the attention of the then Canadian minister of external affairs, Lloyd
Axworthy. This happened through the intermediation of his deputy minister,
Gordon Smith. Canadian officials had been looking for a paradigm of development
and foreign policy different from the conventional realpolitik attached to a
modernization and growth model that permeated their involvement with
international development.59 Human security offered that possibility at a significant
point of inflection in global politics, what Head referred to as “a hinge of history.”60

It was also capable of providing a solution of continuity within an established
tradition of multilateralism, which is rooted in the legacies of former prime ministers
Lester B. Pearson61 and Pierre Elliot Trudeau.

Over the years, a number of centers, institutes, and academic programs, loosely
connected with the idea of human security, peacebuilding, and the like, began to
proliferate in Canada. These include among others the, Liu Institute for Global
Issues62 at the University of British Columbia in Vancouver, the Human Security and
Peacebuilding program at Royal Roads University in Victoria,63 the University of
Manitoba (where Axworthy was appointed president in 2003), and Dalhousie
University’s International Development program. Moreover, in recent years, the
Canadian Association for the Study of International Development (CASID) began
to include human security in numerous sections, and academic research and
publications on the field have expanded significantly.64 Despite this surge, the
content of the subject is far from homogeneous. It ranges from a redefinition of
development studies, to ideas of sustainable livelihoods,65 from the health of
ecosystems, to even a vaguely disguised reediting of national security. This
proliferation in the area of human security has paralleled a similar development in
Europe, predominantly in Scandinavia, as well as in South Africa, the Low Countries,
and Japan.

64



MUTUAL VULNERABILITY

Winter/Spring 2006

The second country in the Americas to adopt human security as an explicit
framework for its foreign policy was Chile. This official embrace of the new
perspective occurred during the center-left Concertación Government of Eduardo Frei
(1994–2000). President Frei and Canada’s former prime minister Jean Chrétien had
built a close rapport and a common strategy on numerous issues, including human
rights, democracy, and free trade. Between 1999 and 2001, during the tenure of two
ministers of external affairs (José M. Insulza and Soledad Alvear), and two
governments (Frei and Lagos), Chile joined the international Human Security
Network (HSN), which originated in a bilateral Canadian-Norwegian agreement
signed on the island of Lysøen, Norway, in 1998.66 By becoming a signatory, Chile
broke a long legal-formalistic and more recently geopolitical tradition developed
during the military dictatorship, better characterized as peripheral realism. This move
coincided with an internal power struggle between External Affairs and the
thoroughly neoliberal Ministry of Finance—in which the more political External
Affairs prevailed—regarding who would take the lead in trade negotiations with
Canada and the US.

In 2002, the Latin American Faculty of Social Sciences (FLACSO) in Santiago
held an international symposium on human security at the same time that Chile was
holding the annual consultative meeting of the HSN. Under the joint sponsorship of
FLACSO’s Secretariat and UNESCO, an academic initiative resulted in an edited
volume, Human Security, Conflict Prevention, and Peace.67

In general, the adoption of the term human secuity
refers to a position taken by these middle- and small-
sized international actors, strong supporters of
multilateralism and the United Nations, and those
discretely concerned with growing US unilateralism.

The Lysøen document of 1998 that gave birth to the multilateral Human
Security Network articulated some of the common ground between the two
countries centered on the ideas of the 1987 World Commission on Environment and
Development, the 1993 Rio Declaration, and the shape of global politics in the
post–Cold War era. Subsequently, the term human security appeared in the foreign
policy matrices of a small, though significant, group of like-minded countries. The
HSN has become significantly internationalized. It is comprised of fourteen member
states: Austria, Canada, Chile, Costa Rica, Greece, Ireland, Jordan, Mali, the
Netherlands, Norway, Slovenia, South Africa, Switzerland, and Thailand.68 Japan,
though not a HSN member has, since 1998, made human security the basis of its
foreign policy, as has the European Union, since 2004. Several other countries,
including India, Argentina, Venezuela, and Brazil, while outside the network, have
elements of their foreign policies that reflect human security concerns and
discontinuities with Western orthodoxy.
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The specific uses and emphases of these human security frameworks vary in
content and focus from country to country. In general, the adoption of the term
refers to a position taken by these middle- and small-sized international actors,
strong supporters of multilateralism and the United Nations, and those discretely
concerned with growing US unilateralism. In many cases, pressures from within and
without have shaped some hybrid policies under the label of human security. These
incorporate and coexist with neoliberal globalization, and after September 11, 2001,
increasing US pressure to embrace its distinctively geopolitical War on Terror.

The above-mentioned constraints and challenges upon human security do not
only come from ostensible foreign sources. A significant opposition to human
security in many countries, including those in the HSN, comes from their own
business sector, the military, and security establishments. Their perspectives are
shaped by entrenched neoliberal or realist ideologies and attachments. These groups
provide internal linkages69 with broader regional or international alignments vis-à-vis
transnational actors and constituencies (e.g., the US and various global and regional
defense and trade regimes). They also are involved in building governing alliances
and internal correlations of forces that partake in foreign policymaking.70

The paradox is that terrorism is a kind of highly
asymmetrical and unconventional security threat, one
that is not properly addressed from a conventional
military-realist paradigm.

In a manner similar to pre-1989 Eastern Europe71 vis-à-vis the USSR,
penetrability, complex dependence,72 and continuity, with at least some aspects of US
policy, are facts of life in the Western hemisphere. Yet, as it was also the case in
Eastern Europe, there are significant and often hidden discontinuities with the
dominant power. Dominance and hegemony are two different things, and the
Western hemisphere reflects this contradiction. For instance, since the Reagan
administration withdrew its support for the Pinochet regime in the late 1980s, former
pro-US hardliners in the Chilean military establishment grew resentful with
Washington’s interventionist stand; though, they continued sharing quite similar
mindsets. Subsequent actions in Panama and Iraq, from the 1980s through 2004 only
deepened this resentment. The same was the case with another former ally, General
Galtieri of Argentina who, in 1982, bitterly labeled the lack of US support for the
Falklands-Malvinas invasion as “an act of treason.”73 The problem with the
antagonistic nature of realism and national security, and its tenet of “national
interest,” is that beyond similarities in logic and methods the question remains as to
whose concrete interest is at stake.

Beyond alignment, most military officers are trained and integrated in regional
and global compacts, and disdain the presence of “wimpy” displays of soft power
and humanitarian concerns. Nevertheless, some military planners in the Americas see
human security as a way to exercise and justify a professional presence for

66



MUTUAL VULNERABILITY

Winter/Spring 2006

humanitarian reasons, or in implementing other “securitized” issue areas.74 A good
example is the area of disaster management and humanitarian relief, and the use of
force for peacemaking and peacebuilding.75 All these cases point towards an attempt
to militarize or “re-securitize” human security and bring it back to a realist
conception of international politics.

In turn, business interests—and in general, neoliberal Trilateralists—weary of
extremism, neo-Keynesianism, and hyper-nationalism in the War on Terror have
taken into their discourse some of the soft power implications of human security.
Yet on the whole, they loathe its popular and egalitarian implications. One clear
example of this contradiction is in the area of environmental security76 and
regulation, particularly around the contentious issue of the Kyoto Protocol.77 In the
specific case of Canada, heavy pressure by Kyoto-weary Western oil interests on
Prime Minister Martin’s Cabinet, may have led to the removal of the environmental
security dimension in its entirety from the human security equation in 2002. The
Human Security Institute and the Ministry of External Affairs concentrated instead
on issues such as small arms, landmines, crime, and terrorism.

As with defense-related issues, there are also important discontinuities emerging
between US and Latin American business elites. For instance, a 2002 survey across
the Latin American region found “evidence of increased support for redistributive
taxation among the wealthy.”78 This happened at a time when large economies like
Argentina, Mexico, Brazil, and even smaller ones, like Ecuador and Bolivia, were
experiencing severe deprivations, ostensibly as a result of neoliberal policies. Unlike
their US and Canadian counterparts, Latin America’s well-to-do seem prone to
accept wealth redistribution as a measure to prevent social unrest and economic
insecurity.

While the term human security has been gaining general acceptance across the
board,79 old habits and institutional and political interests, as well as a persistent
opposition in US official and academic establishments, makes it difficult for human
security to become as widely recognized as realism or globalism. For as long as the
War on Terror—America’s surrogate for the Cold War—continues to occupy a
mesmerizing central stage in the collective imagination, it is unlikely that other
discourses, including the once predominant Trilateralism, can gain a significant
foothold. The paradox is that terrorism is a kind of highly asymmetrical and
unconventional security threat, one that is not properly addressed from a
conventional military-realist paradigm.

However, as the discrepancy between the rhetoric and the reality (and the dismal
results) of the preemptive version of national security continues to widen, domestic
incredulity and international isolation end up devaluing its appeal. Natural and man-
made catastrophes may also play a role in undermining simplistic and mechanical
views. In turn, ultranationalists in the US, concerned with loss of power and
industrial decay, aggressively question some of the trans-nationalist implications of
globalism, complex interdependency, and regime theory.80 This, combined with a
rather disastrous performance of neoliberal prescriptions worldwide,81 has damaged
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the once triumphant hegemony of its neo-materialist discourse. In Latin America,
there is a deep and expanding dissatisfaction with structural adjustment and
unbridled market policies,82 as there is generally strong resentment with the criminal
brutality of militarism and national security. Recent developments in a number of
countries, like Brazil, Bolivia, Argentina, Uruguay, and Venezuela, are causing a
departure from the Rio Treaty, economic orthodoxy, and the IMF.83 This tilt to a
moderate, though more assertive Left could open the opportunity for redefining the
foreign policies in numerous Latin American states, and regional hemispheric
security in the OAS itself. In this sense it is not impossible to predict that other
countries either join the ranks of those in the human security fold, or develop policy
frameworks at odds with realism or national security.

CONCLUSIONS

As a global crisis continues to unfold, ruling elites at the world’s core, their
consent-manufacturing propaganda, and their publics, seem to retain a built-in ability
for denial and resistance to change, while clinging to outmoded mental models and
dysfunctional solutions. A “hard” military response to any threat, and the magical
pseudo-rationalism of market mechanics, offer a simple and comforting, albeit false,
sense of security. This level of comfort may explain why the porous discourses of
modernity, economic reductionism, and conventional national security have
exhibited a remarkable ability to persist, while incorporating or trivializing intellectual
challenges to their hegemony. These ideologies are elite-created artifacts for mass
consumption and have been efficient in securing mass arousal and quiescence, while
masking intra-elite operating agendas. Their alternate, opposite fall-back position
may be, in the present conjuncture, a millennial and prophetic view of an apocalyptic
“end of history.”

As a praxis, globalization does not mean just the interconnectedness of one part
of civil society, namely businesses articulated in the “holy triangle” (the WTO, the
IMF, and the World Bank) and global mega-flows of capital, trade, communications,
and finance. A myriad of other non-business interests are beginning to emerge and
organize: NGOs, indigenous peoples, new social movements, and in particular, and
somewhat paradoxically, the “anti-globalization movement” itself. Increasingly and
still utterly unrepresented, a citizen-based “third system,” along the lines envisioned
by Nerfin84 is beginning to take shape. This people-centered perspective of long-
term social, economic, and environmental sustainability offers the most promising
opportunity for reframing and challenging the ruling orthodoxy. The 2001 World
Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg and the World Social Forums
(beginning in 2001 in Porto Alegre, Brazil through 2006 in Caracas, Venezuela) have
provided perhaps a prime opportunity for advancing a citizen-based global agenda
of sustainability, partly inspired by, and partly influencing the UN Millennium
Development Goals.85 These alternative summits, as well as growing demands for an
International Criminal Court with universal jurisdiction, and a serious and concerted
effort on the part of these new actors in improving health, reducing poverty, and
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increasing grassroots mobilization, have highlighted real security threats. They have
also raised universal awareness about mutual vulnerability in an era of hyper-
globalization and unipolarity.

There is an urgent need to bring new voices into the ongoing security and
globalization monologue and turn it into a true debate.86 This is already happening
in every corner of the world, even in the US. There is a need, too, for taking a fresh
look at the world to break the present cycle of self-reinforcing dysfunctions. The
world’s citizens must redefine the global paradigm of human security, understood as
the indivisible security of humankind. By necessity, it must be democratic, and seek
the reduction of insecurity by preventing the causes of insecurity, rather than
containing its symptoms.

Finally, human security is a call for truly global learning and understanding,
constructed on an ethical base of mutual respect and cultural diversity. What
UNESCO has called a culture of peace87 is a necessity for re-conceptualizing the
world order, its sources of stress, and possible interventions, rather than offering
more of the same morally bankrupt and dysfunctional responses. A deepening crisis
in the stratified disorder, euphemistically called the “world order,” may present a
window of opportunity to bring new voices and perspectives into a forum to
examine the global predicament in a concerted and integrated way. As conventional
paradigms of development and security reveal their weaknesses and profound
inconsistencies, people the world over, including public intellectuals, are able to cast
out prevailing prejudices and stereotypes, and look at the world as a global
community. This is the essence of mutual vulnerability. This growing consciousness
—the recognition that there is something profoundly wrong—is making it possible
to effectively move forward in addressing the world’s most pressing and urgent
threats to its citizens’ well-being, and survival.
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