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The concept of human security has developed in significance in the last
decade to the point that its meaning and validity is hotly contested in the
field of international relations, security, and development studies. A key
consideration relates to its ambiguity at best and its amorphousness at
worst. Medical scholarship proposes approaches that may render more
meaningful the concept. However, collaboration and co-operation
between political scientists and medical practitioners offers even greater
potential to this vital programme. The latter offer the technical and
methodological skills and approaches lacking in political science, whilst
the former develop political frameworks to shift the causal focus
towards human, institutional and structural agency in mass avoidable
global civilian mortality.
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Recently, Taback and Coupland' proposed a ‘new branch of science’, which
they refer to as ‘the science of human security’. Their discussion of human
security moves between ‘broad’ or ‘maximalist’ interpretations and those of
the ‘narrow’ and ‘minimalist’ schools. One goal is to develop a relevant and
utilitarian research agenda that creates a compact between data, causation
and responsive policy to improve human security. Their work addresses
mainly a narrow approach to defining and understanding human security,
and also presumes that human security is a recent concept. Whilst fully
laudable in ambition, Taback and Coupland’s analysis is overemphatic on
narrow perceptions and neglects a host of older scholarship from which
human security has emerged. Furthermore, the referent terms ‘security’ and
‘insecurity’ are used seemingly interchangeably, whereas emerging scholar-
ship has used the distinction in response to critics who argue that anything
other than a narrow approach is indefinable.
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The evolution of ‘human security’: a brief overview

Scholarship dating back to the 1960s shaped the notion of human security
and insecurity, when Johan Galtung proposed the concept of ‘structural
violence’. His approach referred to anything that prevented a human being’s
potential development®. The breadth of this concept ensured it was not
considered seriously in the security literature dominated by the field of
International Relations (IR). However, since then, much critical feminist
literature has built on this approach and ‘invaded’ the IR literature,
identifying the structures, institutions, priorities, ontology and epistemolo-
gies as masculine, violent and self-replicating through an international
system that mirrors state and system compositions and priorities**.

The concept of human suffering from poverty as a security issue (rather
then merely a ‘development’ problem) gathered momentum and gravitas
through the 1994 United Nations Human Development Report (UNHDR),
a landmark publication that developed indicators of human health and
development and demonstrated, with reliable methodologies, the extent of
avoidable illnesses and which also created the Human Development Index, a
scale that measures state development in social terms rather than purely
financial statistics’. Whilst other development reports have done similar
tasks, the 1994 UNHDR rendered clear a security-development ‘nexus’ and
moved the debate closer to mainstream security studies. Since the late 1990s,
the debate has gathered further momentum and credibility, although for
many a definition of broad human security remains elusive®®. It is
superficially this which excludes broad human security from the wider
security debate and ensures the lower prioritization of millions of avoidable
deaths, below the much smaller number that die from more conventional
conceptualizations and definitions of human security.

The problem of definitions for political and medical science

Taback and Coupland’s literature survey picks up the debate from where
human security is divided into two camps: the narrow and broad. They refer
to the 2005 Human Security Report (HSR), which defines human security as
‘the complex of interrelated threats associated with civil war, genocide and
the displacement of populations’'®. The HSR conceptualization of human
security, whilst generally slightly broader than the remit of mainstream
International Relations, is narrow and focuses mainly on political violence.
The datasets they identify draw mainly on ‘battle-deaths ... between 1946
and 2002 in conflicts where a government was one of the warring factions’'°.
This school of thought challenges the practicability of broader interpreta-
tions because it risks losing meaning and utility. Buzan remarks that
broadening and deepening the human security debate ‘endanger the
intellectual coherence of security, putting so much into it that its essential
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meaning [becomes] void’®. It is this view, common amongst traditional
Realists, that ensures the exclusion of a wider, and potentially far more
influential, version of human security. Taback and Coupland’s attachment
to this rather narrow perspective obviates a wider human security paradigm.
This wider conceptualization of human security is well enunciated by
Thakur, who argues that ‘the reformulation of national security into human
security ... has profound consequences for how we see the world, how we
organize our political affairs, and how we relate to fellow human beings™®.
Thakur’s position articulates the concern that structures are causing part of
the human insecurity condition, that men with guns or machetes are not the
causal agents of most avoidable deaths of civilians, and that human agency
is deterministic of avoidable human insecurity®''. Booth also notes a
structural dimension to the human security issue. He argues that:

Human society in global perspective is shaped by ideas that are dangerous to
its collective health ... It is revealed in the extent of structural oppression .
.. it is apparent in the threats to the very environment that sustains all life; it is
seen in the risks arising out of unintended consequences from developments in
technology; and, as ever, it is experienced in the regular recourse to violence to
settle political differences'>.

It seems that, whilst not obviously visible in much of the literature,
Galtung’s notions of human-built structures that cause violence unin-
tentionally (as well as intentionally) persist in the development of the
concept of human security®. However, 30 years after Galtung published on
structural violence, a practical definition remains elusive. Neither Booth nor
Thakur’s arguments were completed by a definition, and most other scholars
attempting to bring policy relevance to this ambitious project have thus far
failed to move beyond concept and into a reasonable and practicable
definition. This is perhaps why Taback and Coupland have not engaged
more fully with this broad, humane, but as yet ill-defined concept. However,
this is well worth remarking upon because, although the deeper and wider
approach to human security has been mostly excluded from some of the
more substantial IR debates7’13’14, both versions could be sustained with the
tools and methodological means Taback and Coupland propose for
engaging with narrow human security. Furthermore, there is clearly a
framework within which medical and political science can co-operate to the
benefit of broad human security in terms of data development. At least one
way in which political science could draw from medicine is in terms of
epidemiological methodologies and research.

Recent developments confirm these intellectual trajectories and develop
connections and relationships between human insecurity and causation'”.
Concentrating on civilian deaths alone, with no military role, Roberts
defines broad human security as emanating from human-directed interna-
tional institutions functioning in line with contemporary ideologies that
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determine priorities which unnecessarily kill millions of vulnerable men,
women and children'. This includes both direct and indirect violence:
infanticide and intimate partner killing are examples of the former. Indirect
violence from economic distribution systems resulting in millions more
avoidable deaths exemplify the latter. All have institutional and structural
determinism, clearly visible to critical observation. Whilst this approach is
framed by preventable mortality and exists at the far end of the human
security spectrum from its narrow partner, medical science, epidemiology
and statistical analysis already hold the key to this perspective, but also to
the next evolution in the human security debate. This involves identifying
positivist parameters for judging determinants of predictable early
mortality; perhaps assessing how the absence or presence of particular
health strategies and economic policies reliably influences viable life span.

The opportunities for political and medical science

Across these ranges of concepts and definitions, a commonality exists in that
‘people’s health is the irreducible element’'. Deaths from political violence
(narrow human security) totalled approximately 223,000 in 2002 and in the
same year, mostly avoidable deaths in the under-fives amounted to ten
million. There is a potential for a powerful and utilitarian conjoining of
disciplinary interests and abilities leading to policy challenges. Where
Taback and Coupland prefer to remain within the narrow concept of human
security and draw on medical methodologies including epidemiological
surveying, their discipline’s methodologies and medical understanding could
be moved across into the broader field of human security, subject to a
definition becoming apparent. Sharing positivist methodologies such as
epidemiology and surveys and identifying causation from typologies of
suffering/death would have clear implications for international public policy
choices not merely in the health sector, but also in areas that politically and
economically determine health and human security provision. Furthermore,
both broad human security and medical science condone the use of similar
evidential sources, such as the UN Development Reports, the World Health
Organization (WHO) and other able and respected international data
collection instruments.

This process is not without challenges, however. Taback and Coupland
rightly raise the issue of source location and generation. They note that the
necessary material may derive from primary or secondary sources, with the
attendant pros and cons for both. However, their concerns in the paper
are limited to what is termed ‘direct violence’. Some of the examples they
cite are deaths from cluster bombs, landmines and other ordnance, at
time of dispersal or after war; and the use of sexual violence, which might
include mass rape for ethnic dilution, amongst many others. From this,
they note the challenges involved in primary data collection in such
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environments; and that this may just be the sharp end of the wedge of
available data on a wide interpretation of human in/security. The authors
then turn their attention to the collation of secondary data, which is easier to
harvest than that which requires dedicated and often expensive field work in
inhospitable locations, referring us to the widespread availability and
accessibility of news reports undertaken by journalists and the application of
this to human security hypotheses. They remind us of the problems of bias
or validity, as well as the problems of fitting data generated for one purpose
to another, or the representativeness of the data. The authors note that the
use of secondary sources, such as the Iraq Body Count, for human security
concerns have already demonstrated their credibility.

However, regarding broader human security, they do less to note the
utility of globally available UN agency data in terms of indirect, structural
violence that aggravates, for example, poverty and avoidable ill health
amongst vulnerable categories of people such as the under fives. This
primary material made available in secondary form for easy access derives
from international governmental organizations (IGOs) such as the United
Nations Development Programme and international non-governmental
organizations (INGOs) such as Oxfam and Save the Children. Nor do they
discuss the reliability of various independent but field-based bodies such as
Amnesty International and the various religious and social international
institutions that have consistently provided the only credible data on a range
of situations in sometimes inaccessible situations. Furthermore, there is a
range of journals that have developed primary material or analysed
secondary data that provide crucial and reliable data with which to test
human security issues and formulate state/government/systemic policy.
These include, but are by no means limited to, British Medical Journal,
Chronic Poverty Research Centre, Development and Change, Human
Reproduction, Journal of Assisted Reproduction and Genetics, Journal of
Peace Research, Population and Development Review, Reproductive-Health-
Matters, Society for Medical Anthropology, The Lancet, Third World
Quarterly, and World Development. In addition, there has been quite an
outpouring of books by scholars on the subject of global inequality which,
although mainly of a secondary nature, contain much primary material.
Annually, the UN and World Bank produce dozens of authoritative
research documents easily accessible at their websites which contain a useful
range of secondary data. The extent to which one might view either of these
sources as subjective is a further issue to be taken into consideration; but a
decision has to be taken somewhere if only because so few individuals or
institutions have the agency, will and skill to conduct the comprehensive
primary evidence gathering needed to ensure human security conclusions are
not marred by suspect evidential findings. In general, there is sufficient cross-
corroboration from enough reliable sources to validate the findings and
conclusions to date.
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Conclusion

In essence, although human security is debated frequently, the broad human
security aspect is largely excluded from the priorities of mainstream security
studies and policy. The millions of deaths from avoidable poverty-related
causes remain beyond the serious concern of the most influential schools of
International Relations. Taback and Coupland’s proposed medical science
intervention is similarly framed. Perhaps their narrower approach is only a
reflection of their limited coverage of the broader peace, feminist and
development literatures that have a longer but less public pedigree regarding
health and poverty as issues of human security. Or, as Owen puts it, it is
because ‘people are not dying from interstate war, they are dying from disease,
starvation, environmental disasters, violence and civil war’'®. In supporting
only one dimension of the human security debate, Taback and Coupland’s
approach misses the potential for the contribution of medical science to both
narrow and broad dimensions, because the medical methodologies required
for both are similar and much essential primary data is already available. Both
medical and political science have a significant opportunity to engage in a
wider and more humane debate. Yet more importantly, they can both
contribute to generating definitions and methodologies that will instigate
analysis and policy that will simultaneously buttress and also exceed the
potential of the narrow school. In not presenting the wider and deeper origins
of the concept of human security, Taback and Coupland have demonstrated
only halfthe potential of human security and of the potential influence medical
and political science have to offer. But a start is a good place to be.

The emphasis on conventional security whilst millions die without good
reason reflects the power relationships threaded throughout international
relations, between rich and poor, males and females, marginal and included,
vulnerable and secure. Dostoevsky considered that the level of civilization of
a country could be discerned by observing the conditions in its prisons, a
reflection of relative strengths and insecurities. And FD Roosevelt declared
that ‘the test of our progress is not whether we add more to the abundance
of those who have much; it is whether we provide enough for those who
have too little’. Implicit and explicit in the inhumane manner in which the
most vulnerable are ignored and killed is the necessity and justification for
the reconceptualization of the security referent — from the traditional to the
modern, the human being.

To this end, it would seem that Taback and Coupland’s interests in
adding epidemiology to politics, the natural sciences to the social sciences
and the methods of the former to the analysis of the latter could, if
conceived of more broadly, advance not just the human security debate but
also the research approaches and agendas that would make it a more
meaningful concept. Methodological propriety and medical comprehension
of the causes of health insecurity, coupled with political interpretation of the
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determinism of global institutions and structures involved in distributing or
denying through markets or state choices, vital health resources and
strategies, could make for meaningful ‘data-to-policy’ changes that increase
human security in its broader senses. It is intellectually and methodologi-
cally worthy and has the potential to make the kind of differences that
legitimate a desire for global social justice.
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David Roberts is lecturer in international politics and peace and conflict studies at
Magee College, University of Ulster. He has published widely on political transition
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