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Abstract 

Human security is a new strand of security studies that brings the individual to the forefront. 

Because of its focus, this approach has great potential for security studies, however, it is too 

heterogeneous and includes too many concepts. This has led to an academic debate on whether 

it can be applied in practice. At the same time, a literature review shows that only a few papers 

empirically demonstrate how its application can improve or worsen academic and practical 

understanding of security. Given the above, this thesis will empirically investigate whether and 

how exactly human security can help better account for security threats. It will argue that the 

human security approach, by expanding the concept of security and promoting traditionally 

neglected aspects, can better account for security in contemporary realities. To achieve this 

goal, the thesis builds on existing human security concepts but advances, expands and 

sometimes criticises them, creating its own multifaceted and in-depth human security 

framework. Most importantly, this work will empirically identify which concrete elements of 

the human security approach are most suitable to better conceptualise and implement security. 

To do so, the thesis will apply the presented framework to two case studies of Rwanda and 

Ukraine, where the issue of human security is particularly acute. Based on empirical evidence 

from interviews and fieldwork conducted by specialists in these countries, it will show how the 

specific concepts of the presented framework have proved to be important in practice.  
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Introduction: Can human security be applicable in 
practice? 

The considerable political, social and economic changes brought about by the end of 

the Cold War have reshaped the understanding of security. Leading security studies scholars 

such as Steve Smith (1999) and Barry Buzan and Lene Hansen (2009) note that the changed 

global realities created a lack of understanding of what/who, to what/whom and how exactly 

can pose a threat nowadays. Such developments have sparked debates within the discipline 

about the very essence of security and led to the emergence of new strands of thought. Most 

significant among these was Critical Security Studies (CSS) and especially the Copenhagen 

School (see further Peoples and Vaughan-Williams 2020, 3-12). However, in the early 2000s, 

a separate discourse of human security developed within the discipline. It focused on studying 

the individual as an imperative for (national) security and analysed what might threaten humans 

and how to counter it (see, for example, Waisová 2003). Academics of human security also 

sought to explain how the human discourse is consistent with and influences national security 

nowadays and can expand academic and practical understanding of security. 

This way, the human security approach seeks to change what is at the forefront of 

security discourse and makes the individual’s life and well-being, who has been excluded from 

mainstream discussions of security, a referent object of security (Peoples and Vaughan-

Williams 2020, 3-12; see also Watson 2011, 5). Thus, it indeed brings essential contributions 

to the current understanding of security. However, the primary problems with this strand lie in 

its heterogeneous nature, with academics examining various and, at times, contradictory 

concepts and lacking consensus about its use in the narrow or broad approach (Hammerstad 

2000; Claessen 2012). The narrow understanding of human security focuses specifically on 

violence against individuals, which can be perpetrated by different actors in various forms. In 
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turn, the broad understanding further considers a wide range of environmental, economic, 

social and cultural threats that can negatively affect individuals. This thesis will adhere to and 

argue for the broad approach as it, despite broadening the notion of security, can properly cover 

all significant and pressing threats to security as perceived by individuals in the 21st-century 

realities that are not limited to conflicts and go beyond only direct violence. 

Given the named issues and the break with traditional understandings of security, the 

Human Security School has not only failed to take a leading position in contemporary security 

studies but also attracted considerable criticism from other schools of thought. Under such 

conditions, a debate has emerged in academia about the feasibility of using the human security 

approach to actualise security in contemporary realities. The first camp of the debate consists 

mainly of conservatives, committed realists and national defence specialists. They argue that 

although the human security approach has some potential, using it to rethink security is not 

sound because of its major systematic flaws. The opposing camp comprises some CSS 

academics, humanitarianism scholars and proponents of the Human Security School. They 

recognise that this approach has some shortcomings and should narrow the range of issues it is 

interested in, but believe that it will bring long-needed developments and improvements to 

security studies and cover important but traditionally neglected problems without which it is 

impossible to imagine the 21st-century security. 

When it comes to the first side of the debate, Walter Dorn, for example, has a primary 

concern about the very existence of human security “since all the initiatives in the human 

security agenda were already advancing before the advent of the concept” (Dorn 2009). Dorn 

fears that the human security approach will unnecessarily overshadow the significant threats to 

states and societies and argues that it can be dispensed with as many of its elements are already 

manifested in the national security concepts worldwide. Additionally, he considers that the 
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emphasis on the security and development of individuals will contradict the national interests 

of countries (Dorn 2009). David Bashow takes similar positions but goes much further in his 

criticism than Dorn. He states that “[t]his well-intentioned if still somewhat vague initiative, 

however, denies long-established principles of state sovereignty, and may well encourage 

unwarranted interference in the internal affairs of other states” (Bashow 2000, 23-24). 

According to Bashow, introducing the human security approach into security theory and 

practice will contrariwise increase human insecurity since, to avoid external aggression, weak 

countries will further repress their populations so that they will have no say whatsoever about 

their insecurity, which will deteriorate human security. 

Among the proponents of the opposite standpoint, Kanti Bajpai argues that human 

security is crucial in contemporary realities because it highlights the role of indirect security 

threats (Bajpai 2000, 25-27). He refers to such problems as “population growth and 

movements, underdevelopment, environmental degradation, resource scarcity, unequal 

patterns of consumption” (Bajpai 2000, 27). According to Bajpai, these threats are paramount 

to security in the 21st century but are rarely addressed by classical approaches. Thus, a human 

security approach promoting attention to such indirect threats can help scholars and politicians 

to better account for contemporary security. Furthermore, Sarah Petrin, based on a review of 

NATO’s security discourse and the experience of contemporary conflicts, notes that 

“[f]ocusing on human security is an important crisis-management tool that can strengthen 

resilience [of societies]” (2021). When a country faces internal and external security threats, a 

society must “resist and recover” to return to normal life. However, the “military preparedness” 

that security studies have traditionally focused on is not enough to preserve and revitalise 

society, and attention must be paid to the human condition. Petrin also notes that “[b]uilding a 

more inclusive security ... also strengthens public trust in [state] institutions” (Petrin 2021). 

C
E

U
eT

D
C

ol
le

ct
io

n



4 

 

Therefore, human security also helps the interests of national security, which endeavours to 

have a country’s population on the side of its institutions. 

Although there is an academic debate about using the human security approach to better 

account for security in contemporary realities, the literature lacks comprehensive empirically 

grounded research on how specifically implementing this approach can improve or, vice versa, 

worsen the understanding of security with most academics limiting themselves to vague and 

general claims (see discussion in Fukuda-Parr and Messineo 2012). Given the above, it seems 

highly relevant for this thesis to empirically investigate whether broadening the essence of 

security through the human security approach can help better account for security or whether 

it will only dilute the notion of security. In other words, the thesis will examine whether human 

security can play a favourable role in the next turn of security studies’ development and offer 

a better and more thorough approach to explaining and implementing security in the early 21st 

century. Accordingly, the findings of this paper may prove useful equally for academics in the 

context of rethinking the essence of security and policymakers to better understand how to 

incorporate the concerns of individuals into security implementation. The thesis will take the 

second side of the debate and argue that the human security approach, by expanding the concept 

of security and promoting traditionally neglected aspects, can better account for security in 

contemporary realities. Most importantly, this work will empirically identify which concrete 

elements of it are most suitable to better conceptualise and implement security. Therefore, the 

thesis will also contribute to the academic elaboration of the human security approach and 

present its own substantiated theorisation of what elements the former should include. 

Accordingly, the methodology of the thesis centres on developing its own theoretical 

framework of human security and using empirical cases to evaluate it. The framework building 

on existing concepts will advance, modify and, in places, criticise them to make human security 
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coherent and applicable in practice. To evaluate its applicability and robustness, the thesis will 

then undertake an in-depth and well-rounded analysis of empirical cases from Rwanda and 

Ukraine. In doing so, it will draw on interviews and fieldwork findings of experts in these 

countries. This way, the methodology will enable the thesis to contribute to the development 

of security studies by offering a lens for analysing the applicability of human security to assess 

contemporary security threats in practice. 

The structure of the thesis is as follows. The first chapter will examine the evolution of 

academic thinking about the role of human security and critically analyse the views on the 

human as a referent object by the main strands of the discipline. The second chapter will create 

a framework for how human security can better account for security development in the 21st 

century. The third chapter will illustrate how the presented framework allows for better 

addressing of human security problems in empirical cases. The conclusion wrap ups a 

discussion of the applicability of human security for contemporary security. 

.  
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Chapter 1. The evolution of scholarly thinking on human 
security 

1.1 The place of human security in “traditional” security studies 

In academic debates about the referent object of security, it is often said that in 

international relations and security studies, the traditional and, therefore, natural referent object 

is the state. This is true, but only partially. A more thorough delving into the formation of 

political thought shows that since the signing of the Peace of Westphalia that changed the 

political landscape of the Western world and created the first system of international relations, 

“[t]he permissive or pluralistic understanding of security as an objective of individuals and 

groups as well as of states” prevailed (Waisová 2003, 58). The political thinkers of this period, 

be it Locke, Hobbes, Rousseau or Voltaire, on whom realists and liberals of international 

relations would rely in the 20th century, elaborated this pluralistic understanding of security. 

Only at the turn of the 18th and 19th centuries did the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars 

change the understanding of what constitutes the primary imperative of security (Waisová 

2003, 58-59). The creation of the Vienna System of international relations as a reaction to the 

new upheavals in Europe developed “the military sense of security, where security [was for] 

states”, which was, in fact, an innovation for thinking about security (Rothschild 1995, 60-61). 

However, as Šárka Waisová notes, even so, “[u]ntil the beginning of the 20th century security 

was seen as a condition of both individuals and of states”, and only “[t]he world wars, 

increasing armaments ... and the nuclear path of the superpowers in the 1950s led to a 

redefinition of security, which lost non-military and non-state features” (2003, 59). 

Against this background, mainstream international relations, dominated by realism 

from the 1940s onwards, made the state the primary referent object of security (see further 

Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998). Thus, for realists, security was manifested in preserving 
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the state’s sovereignty over its territory and the absence of military attacks by the enemy. 

Accordingly, their political thinking gave little space to the individual in security, but for them, 

“security is derived from the state, and [the latter] must be able to provide a sufficient level of 

protection for its population, from external as well as internal threats” (Waisová 2003, 60). 

Moreover, the realist view of security equated the security of individuals with the citizenship 

of a country and implied that human security was achieved simply by having strict and fixed 

ties with one’s state (Sørensen 2001, 151-153). Thus, in traditional international relations and 

security studies, human security was perceived only as a variable dependent on states and was 

strongly linked to the interests of states, which completely ignored people’s own concerns 

about security and the threats they face. The problem with this state-centric approach is that 

the state, represented by its elites, is not always able or even willing to understand that its 

populations often have different security threats than the state itself and, therefore, cannot 

effectively address them. 

However, in the mid-1970s, the first meaningful expansion of the understanding of 

security occurred through the efforts of neoliberals. This happened when “due to the oil shocks, 

economic issues entered the national security debate ... and initiated a much broader and wider 

redefinition of the security concept” (Waisová 2003, 60). Leading neoliberal scholars Robert 

Keohane and Joseph Nye, looking at security through the lens of economics, conclude that a 

state’s ability to respond to military threats does not mean that it is also capable of responding 

to economic and resource-based security threats (see Keohane and Nye 1977). Moreover, 

according to this thinking, it is impossible to argue that any one security area is more important 

than others. On this basis, Keohane and Nye come to the fundamental conclusion that “military 

security does not consistently dominate the agenda”, and countries need to ensure their security 

in other areas, which sometimes requires the involvement of other actors (1977, 21). In terms 

of human security, it can be argued that such changes in thinking about security have led to an 
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academic recognition that the security of individuals goes much further than simply having 

citizenship of a country and is not only related to the military security of states. Although this 

contribution of neoliberals was an important movement in broadening the notion of security, 

for them, like realists, human security per se did not play a significant role, and economic 

security was more about states. Therefore, although in the 1970s, the notion of security moved 

towards covering the security of spheres with which individuals interact daily, such as the 

stability of markets or the availability of resources, it still retained the state as the main referent 

object of security and continued to keep human security in the background of thinking. 

1.2 Critical Security Studies, duality of referent objects and human 

emancipation 

Nevertheless, neoliberals’ reconsideration of security opened the door for its further 

redefinition. The most crucial development in this regard was the formation of the Copenhagen 

School in the late 1980s, which gave rise to a separate strand of the discipline known as Critical 

Security Studies. Like the neoliberals, the Copenhagen School “rejected the traditionalist 

restricted approach to political-military security, arguing that security is ... applicable to a wide 

range of issues” (Waisová 2003, 60), but in its endeavour went much further than the former. 

Thus, this school of thought initiated the debate on referent objects of security, and one of its 

founders, Barry Buzan, delved into the study of “the relationship between individual security 

and state (national) security” (Buzan 1991, 35). He notes that when it comes to human security, 

the state is simultaneously “a major source of both threats to and security for individuals” 

(Buzan 1991, 35). The significance of this conclusion is that academic thinking has developed 

a strong position that the state not only provides security to its constituents, as traditionally 

perceived by default, but can also itself pose threats to society’s security. However, for Buzan, 

despite his frequent statements about the “relevance of individual security” (see, for example, 

1991, 35), the main referent object of security is still the nation-state. Accordingly, he even 
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argues that “[t]he link between individual and national security is anyway so partial that 

variations in the latter should not be expected to produce immediate or drastic variations in the 

political stability of the state as a whole” (Buzan 1991, 51). 

Buzan’s associate and co-founder of the Copenhagen School, Ole Wæver, also 

significantly contributed to discussing human security as a referent object. He extends Buzan’s 

theorisation of the relationship between human and state security and introduces the concept 

of the duality of security. On the one hand, the state remains a referent object “for political, 

military, environmental, and economic security”, and on the other, in parallel, society becomes 

an object of “societal security” (Wæver et al. 1993, 23). More importantly in the context of this 

thesis, for Wæver, societal security is realised for “the preservation of the population’s identity” 

(Wæver et al. 1993, 67). That said, another important contribution of his work is the 

problematisation of the interdependence between traditional state sovereignty and the human 

identity he introduced. Wæver continues that in certain scenarios, a security threat to a 

country’s sovereignty may not be perceived by society as a threat to its identity and may even 

be welcomed as something positive (Wæver et al. 1993, 46-47). This finding is important for 

the development of the human security approach because it not only shows that the state and 

individual security may differ but also that the state may not always be the actor that provides 

security to society. However, as in Buzan’s case, for Ole Wæver, the former does not become 

a major referent object, and the state-human security nexus does not depart far from traditional 

conceptualisations. Thus, despite its contribution to problematising referent objects, the 

Copenhagen School has not become the framework that empowers human security. 

Another essential strand within CSS that is often contrasted with the Copenhagen 

School is the Welsh School. It has also significantly contributed to rethinking who security 

should be designed for and made an even more drastic break with traditional security. As Johan 
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Eriksson emphasises, the Welsh School, and especially Ken Booth, is not satisfied with the 

concept of the state as a referent object and “criticises the state-centric approach for being part 

of instability, injustice, and hostility”, which negatively impacts people’s security and 

capabilities (1999, 318). The school’s founder, Ken Booth, notes in this regard that “security 

is what individuals make of it” (1991) and “the individual physical being … must naturally be 

the ultimate referent in the security problematique” (2005, 264). More precisely, in contrast to 

the previously discussed ideas of identity preservation as what human security is created for, 

the Welsh School argues that the genuine security of individuals is emancipation, that is, the 

total absence of threats or even fears. As Booth remarks, “[e]mancipation is the freeing of 

people (as individuals and groups) from those physical and human constraints that stop them 

carrying out what they would freely choose to do” (1991, 320). Another leading figure of the 

Welsh School, Richard Wyn Jones, for his part, takes a similar position but further highlights 

that emancipation and security occur “when individuals are saved from military and non-

military threats such as poverty, state-based oppression, and environment” (Jones 1999, 116). 

However, one of the problems with the emancipation approach is that the Welsh School 

scholars do not give a definite answer as to how far emancipation can continue and whether it 

might reach too far that it will irreversibly destabilise the social fabric (Floyd 2007).  

Delving deeper into the Welsh School’s understanding of humans as a referent object 

of security, it can be noted that “while ‘the individual’ of [the Copenhagen School’s] 

theorisation may be on the lowest end of their micro- to macro-level spectrum, ‘the individual’ 

of [the Welsh School] [has] … much more circular and recursive relationality” (Zhou 2021, 

20). Moreover, the ontology of individuals in this strand of CSS means that all interpersonal 

relations in societies are built on the foundations of humanity and cover all dimensions of social 

relations. Ultimately, this leads to the fact that “[this relationship] .... transcends or supersedes 

any other lower-’level’ political, cultural, ethnic, social division” (Zhou 2021, 21). Given the 
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above, the theorisation of the Welsh School allows, on a theoretical level, to place states in the 

background when it comes to whom security is created for. These findings suggest that the 

Welsh School and especially Jones’ approach to human security comes much closer to the 

views of the Human Security School than anything else, but has its own vital differences. 

Aspirations to downplay the role of states in ensuring the security of individuals, as seen in 

most works of the Welsh School (Eriksson 1999), can lead to adverse consequences. The state 

is a centralised actor that can control and implement the security process; however, if it is 

deprived of such a function, society and individuals composing it will no longer possess a force 

that can intervene when necessary and resolve accumulated security problems and threats 

(Newman 2010, 87). Thus, a proper human security approach, considering the security threats 

to individuals and assessing the significance and capabilities of the state, should combine 

human security and state security and not completely oppose the state’s role. This thesis argues 

that such a combined approach can positively expand the understanding of security and better 

account for modern security threats. 

1.3 The transition to the Human Security School and the emergence 

of critical and policy-grounded strands 

The Human Development Report, which became the guiding principle of the Human 

Security School, appeared in 1994 (see UNDP 1994). However, before considering the thinking 

of this school’s representatives, it is worth referring to another strand of security studies that 

has significantly shaped human security. This is the Third World School, which emerged in the 

mid-1990s as a critique of the CSS strands that were at the forefront of the academic debate. 

This approach to security analysis, lesser known in Western academia, “criticised the Euro 

American framework for analysis based on the ‘western’ concept of states and norms [and 

implied] there is a great difference between Euro-America and the Third World in terms of the 

consolidation of state structures and their relations with the international [security] system” 
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(Waisová 2003, 61). The most prominent academic of this school, Amitav Acharya, 

emphasises that the “Western security analysis is seen as insufficient, not only because of its 

terminology but also because it ignores the basic parameters of Third World states and their 

national security” (1995 cited in Waisová 2003, 61). This school also argues for creating a 

security framework for non-Western countries that considers local specificities and significant 

developments in security, including attention to the Third World people (Ayoob 1995). 

Eventually, the Human Security School academics drew on the Third World School to make 

their concept more universally applicable to countries outside the West, borrowed a particular 

emphasis on the diversity of actors involved in security beyond the state and implied a different 

approach to the relationship between the individual and the state compared to traditional 

security studies. 

Turning directly to the Human Security School’s perception of security, there are 

several important points to note. One of the early proponents of this approach, Šárka Waisová, 

acknowledges that it is a very broad school and highlights that its most applicable in practice 

version would have “[an emphasis on] the welfare of ordinary people, maintaining basic human 

rights and the realisation of human potential” (Waisová 2003, 62). Moreover, Waisová notes 

that “the concept of human security is very significant because it prioritises the individual over 

the state, and emphasises the role of indirect threats” but admits that state security continues to 

have a place in changing realities (2003, 62). Kanti Bajpai has a similar understanding of 

human security, arguing that it is about “the bodily safety of the individual and his personal 

freedom” and also focuses on the significance of indirect threats for the academic 

understanding and practice of security in the 21st century (2000, 37). However, he goes much 

further and argues that “ultimately state security is merely the means by which to achieve 

individual security” (Bajpai 2000, 37). Interpretation of such positions of the Human Security 

School representatives and their comparison with the Welsh School imply that the former 
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prioritises human security without completely ignoring the matter of the state, does not give 

the idea of ‘emancipation’ paramount importance and does not share the relationality and 

ontology of the latter (see Section 1.2). 

Delving further into the essence of the Human Security School, it is fundamental in 

view of the goals of the thesis to consider its newest developments that started to prevail in the 

2010s. One of the leading contributions in this regard is Edward Newman’s theorisation of 

developing the human security approach in a critical framework and the formation of Critical 

Human Security Studies. Newman argues that the main analytical problem with the Human 

Security School is that it is not sufficiently critical while recognising that its non-critical nature 

allows the approach to be closer to policy implementation (2010, 90). Despite this, he maintains 

that “human security scholarship must go beyond its uncritical conceptual underpinnings if it 

is to make a lasting impact upon security studies” (Newman 2010, 78) and “survive as a 

credible academic focus” (Newman 2010, 92). To overcome this shortcoming and make the 

human security approach a more sound discipline, Newman, within his critical strand, 

emphasises that the former “needs to make a much clearer distinction between explanatory and 

normative theory”, “must interrogate and problematise the values and institutions which 

currently exist as they relate to human welfare” and “[should] engage much more in debates 

about the ontology and epistemology of knowledge claims regarding the nature of security and 

insecurity” (Newman 2010, 93; for a similar discussion, see Kerr 2009). So, while retaining 

the underpinnings of the approach, critical human security seeks to make human security more 

theoretically sound, embedded in practice and linked to the broader security literature. 

In parallel with the development of the Critical Human Security School, in the 2010s 

and early 2020s, the human security approach that is grounded in policy practice and is more 

positivist emerged in literature. This body of literature is extremely important in the outlook of 
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this thesis as it displays the most topical but sometimes controversial developments of the 

approach and problematises the scope of human security. For example, Sakiko Fukuda-Parr 

and Carol Messineo, drawing on the political domain analysis, argue that in the 21st century, 

security should not be about arms and states but about the “development” of people happening 

in their homes, jobs, communities and society, which will provide the necessary sense of 

security (2012, 2). Moreover, the authors emphasise that human security “can be useful for 

social, economic and environmental themes [through] focus[ing] on progress, deprivation or 

disparities” (Fukuda-Parr and Messineo 2012, 11). Similarly, Mary Martin and Taylor Owen 

conclude that human security is crucial to the contemporary development of security studies 

because “[p]eople endangered by risks to health, lack of food and shelter or environmental 

change require policy responses that no longer emanate solely from traditional sources” (2013, 

3). Moreover, in the present times, “it is not only objects of security, but the nature of 

subjectivity, as well as the interrelation between providers and receivers of security, which 

have undergone a transformation” that also requires a changed approach to security, which 

human security effectively provides (Martin and Owen 2012, 3). 

Neil Adger and his collaborators continue to develop a policy-grounded positivist 

understanding of human security. Thus, they propose that “increased human insecurity may 

coincide with a decline in the capacity of states to conduct effective adaptation efforts”, leading 

to a greater potential for the emergence of security threats (Adger et al. 2014, 760-761). In 

saying so, they also consider that different population segments in various societies experience 

insecurity from global threats in a varying manner and conclude that the wide range of issues 

posited in “international research programmes and initiatives” constitute the realm of human 

insecurity (Adger et al. 2014, 762). Finally, Garry Jacobs makes an influential contribution to 

the discipline and presents an organic and integrated approach to peace and human security 

based on years of studying the policies of countries and organisations. He “regards peace and 
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security as emergent properties of harmonious social organisation” (Jacobs 2016, 49) and 

argues that when human security is addressed, the emphasis should not be on “physically 

destructive” actions but on developments that “[have] a sudden and pervasive impact [that is] 

deeply disruptive of the very fabric of peace, prosperity and human wellbeing” (Jacobs 2016, 

57). Nevertheless, the thesis must admit that most works in this policy-grounded bulk of 

literature are too vague and not applicable in practice. Respectively, the primary imperative of 

the following two chapters is to empirically argue for concrete concepts of human security that 

help to better account for security in the 21st century. 

To summarise the first chapter, academic thinking about human security has evolved 

significantly. Classical thinkers held a pluralistic view of security that was both for people and 

the sovereign, but traditional 20th-century international relations and security studies, 

influenced by a state-centred reality, perceived the state and its interests as the sole referent 

object of security. The end of the Cold War and the development of Critical Security Studies 

opened the door for a shift away from a state-centred understanding of security. Still, most CSS 

concepts never attributed a major role to individuals. At the same time, since the end of the 

20th century, the Human Security School emerged, which put the individual at the forefront of 

security discussions. Yet, its problem lies in its extreme heterogeneity and lack of a precise 

framework. The literature review shows that in the 2010-2020s, a wide range of critical and 

policy-grounded human security literature has emerged, but most of the works on the topic are 

too vague and not practically applicable. Therefore, the following sections of this thesis will 

present an empirically grounded and more focused framework for human security that will help 

to better account for security in the 21st century. 
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Chapter 2. The framework of human security to better 
account for contemporary security developments  

2.1 Overcoming the identity/securitisation clash and understanding 

the individual 

As envisaged, the second thesis chapter will highlight which and, most importantly, 

how concepts of the broad human security approach actually help to better account for security 

in the 21st century and present its own framework for its operationalisation. The first 

framework element is human security’s capability to overcome the identity/securitisation clash 

and, in general, better explain the human as a referent object of security. The intersection of 

identity and security concerns is at the heart of most contemporary conflicts (see Rumelili 

2015), so addressing their clash is significant and extremely timely. Bahar Rumelili is highly 

critical of CSS and especially the Copenhagen School for “theorising the identity/security 

nexus in the processes of securitisation/desecuritisation”, which prompts conflicts to flare up 

in practice (2015, 52). The human security approach can overcome this problem and 

disentangle the nexus between identities and securitisation. Within the human security 

literature, there is a novel strand that is concerned with issues of the human psyche, psychology 

and self-perception (see Leaning 2013; Gasper and Gómez 2015; Jacobs 2016). Linking this 

approach to the issues outlined by Rumelili, the thesis argues that human security, viewed 

through the lens of the psychological strand, will help to handle the negative conundrum of 

identity and security/securitisation. 

Rumelili notes that overcoming the identity/securitisation clash requires understanding 

how different identities beyond the antagonistic ones can form and what they will include 

(2015, 53). Human security, as argued by proponents of the psychological approach, 

thoroughly covers issues of identity per se as well as the overarching problems, complexities 
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and threats associated with human ontology, world- and self-perception and interaction with 

the Other (see Gasper and Gómez 2015). Thus, the use of human security in this embodiment 

suggests opportunities for the creation and development of identities that do not necessarily 

involve conflict with and securitisation of the Other. Instead, it enables the formation of 

mutually beneficial identities through which the security of people within societies is ensured. 

Furthermore, this thesis acknowledges that critical approaches to security currently dominating 

the academic agenda “fail to distinguish between the ontological security to constitute a distinct 

Self and physical security defined as the freedom of [this] pre-constituted Self from harm, 

threat, or danger” (Rumelili 2015, 53) and argues that thus significantly undermines the 

possibility of ensuring positive relationships between identities and security in practice. In turn, 

human security does not reproduce this development because by grounding itself in the human 

psyche and self-perception, on the contrary, provides a strict differentiation between the Self 

for whom security consists in understanding and feeling itself and the Self that understands 

security as the absence of physical threats from the outside (see Lesnikovski 2011). This 

distinction is also a fundamental factor that, if properly applied, allows the human security 

approach to overcome the securitisation of identities. 

Academics who have addressed the identity/security clash further argue that to 

overcome this dilemma, it is also necessary to focus on “the socio-psychological needs of 

stability and recognition” that populations have, especially in times of conflict (Bilgin 2003, 

209-210). In this regard, a number of works have addressed the alleged inapplicability of 

human security, arguing that it cannot overcome the securitisation of identities because, despite 

its human focus, it ignores precisely these socio-psychological developments (see, for example, 

Rumelili 2015). While this might be true for early scholarship on human security or studies 

adopting a narrow definition, the psychological approach considered in this section precisely 

takes psychological needs and an understanding of stability and recognition as the starting point 
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of its security theorisation. Beyond that, human security, viewed through a psychological lens, 

also considers the multidimensionality of the relationship between the Self and the Other, 

noting that it is not necessarily limited to conflict and confrontation. Thus, it provides another 

rationale for how contemporary approaches to human security can overcome the problem of 

the identities and security clash, paramount to both ongoing conflicts and likely conflict-prone 

situations.  

Moreover, drawing on the reasoning of Garry Jacobs that stability, predictability and 

freedom from fear “are fundamental attributes of [any] society” necessary for its optimal and 

sufficient functioning (2016, 48), human security can also challenge claims found in 

conventional security writings that the securitisation of the Other is a natural development in 

societies. Understanding that societies, sometimes contrary to their political elites, actually 

seek stability, mutual understanding and freedom from threats, including those artificially 

created by securitisation, has the potential to reverse the frequent arguments for the need to 

securitise the Other on the basis of a distinct identity. Moreover, when it comes to conflicts 

arising from identity/securitisation clashes, the causes are embedded in very deep layers of 

societies (Leaning 2013, 160-161). Consequently, traditional explanations of security and even 

narrow understandings of human security that are more material in nature cannot adequately 

address the problem. In contrast, the psychological lens of human security involves looking 

inside society and identifying these fundamental causes of insecurity to propose ways of 

addressing and resolving them. 

Finally, the thesis argues that using a psychological approach to human security is 

essential to the security domain in a wide sense because it allows for a better understanding of 

the human as a referent object and how exactly human security should be realised. One of the 

common criticisms of human security is that it foregrounds the security of the individual but 
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that, unlike the situation of states, it is unclear how the individual understands and reflects on 

their security (see discussion in Dejaiffe 2019). However, by delving into psychology and 

understanding the human psyche, human security allows for understanding what exactly causes 

concerns and feelings of insecurity and destabilises worldviews and self-perceptions for 

different communities finding themselves in different contexts (see also Section 2.3). Thus, it 

explains what individuals expect from security providers and how they understand themselves 

as security objects. By doing so, the presented approach will not only enable the elaboration 

and application of identities outside of the securitisation framework but also show which 

specific security threats to an individual should be addressed in a particular situation. These 

findings have crucial academic and empirical implications for ensuring human security and 

freedom from threats. 

2.2 Elucidating “new wars” and evaluating the “just war” theory 

The ability to address the problem of identities and securitisation and better explain 

what the individual is as a referent object is an important but not the only explanation of how 

human security can be relevant for a better explanation of security in the 21st century. This 

thesis argues that the next helpful element of human security for security studies is its ability 

to better elucidate “new wars” and evaluate the “just war” theory. Mary Kaldor (1999) 

illustrates that since the end of the Cold War, the dominant type of conflict has been the “new 

wars”, which are a mixture of armed conflict, organised crime and social violence. In new wars, 

the actors involved are not so much states and armies as non-state actors and guerillas (Claessen 

2012, 4-5), the conflict itself is most often intra-state rather than inter-state (Blin 2011, 289) 

and the political goals of the parties are usually terror and destabilisation (Kaldor 1999, 4-6). 

Despite the broad significance of this conceptualisation for developing security understanding 

and the increasing prevalence of new wars in recent years, this thesis notes that traditional 

approaches to security still cannot fully account for the new type of war. They are narrow, 
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state-centred and physical violence-focused theorisations and are therefore not flexible enough 

to adequately explain security developments that challenge their very essence. The human 

security approach, on the other hand, due to its non-state perspective and grounding in policy 

developments, is devoid of such a limitation. 

A more precise examination of the issue highlights several key features. Above all, the 

new wars are marked by massive human rights violations and resort to excessive and 

unjustified violence (Kaldor 1999, 2) as well as deliberately target people more than anything 

else (Claessen 2012, 17). At the same time, traditional and even some critical approaches to 

security “tend to prioritize the national interest over respect for and violations of human rights” 

(Meredith and Christou 2009, 6; see also Liotta and Owen 2006) and are generally concerned 

with how nation-states can defend themselves against each other rather than what happens to 

their populations during conflicts. In turn, human security and especially its strands grounded 

in human rights (Hanlon and Christie 2016; Stivachtis 2023) analyses how individuals’ security 

is comprehensively undermined in conflicts and proposes measures and practices to increase 

the protection of populations from violent action, prepare them for possible outbreaks of 

violence and, most importantly, prevent or, at least, mitigate the effects of new wars. On a 

similar note, new wars are not usually fought for “a definable political end ... in geopolitical or 

ideological terms” (Claessen 2012, 10) but have vague goals and aspirations that change 

depending on the situation on the ground, thus creating uncertainty of ends as well as means. 

While traditional security is less suited to explaining rapidly changing circumstances affecting 

security, the human security approach is equipped to incorporate and analyse abruptly changing 

security conditions because it is concerned with “sudden and hurtful disruptions in the patterns 

of ... life” (Paris 2001, 89). This notion further underlines the importance of human security in 

addressing complex but constantly changing types of security threats arising from new wars. 
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Human security is also essential in the context of new wars because it explains that the 

just war theory in its current form is not applicable enough to new wars. Much could be said in 

this regard, but the thesis will focus on analysing the main just war principles directly related 

to human security. Above all, analysing security through a human lens shows that the important 

principle of proportionality is not usually found in new wars. In relation to civilians, 

“proportionality considerations of expected costs and benefits [are not present] in the minds” 

of the leadership of non-state parties to the conflict, which are the majority in new wars, as they 

do not attribute any importance to the situation of civilians when pursuing their objectives 

(Claessen 2012, 29-30). Applying state-centred approaches to security in this regard would 

entail a serious mistake, as the principle of proportionality on the part of guerillas, terrorists 

and other non-state actors may sometimes apply to states but not to civilians. Moreover, in 

some instances, this principle is deliberately perverted concerning civilians (Dill 2019, 331-

332). Thus, if the principle of proportionality does not apply to humans as the primary target 

of new wars, then human security illustrates a broader problem with framing new wars as 

consistent with the just war theory. 

Furthermore, the human security approach reveals that the principle of discrimination 

between combatants and non-combatants during and after new wars is also hardly applicable. 

State-centred explanations that imply a strict binary between state armies and civilians fail to 

account for the fact that in the realities of new wars, it is difficult to distinguish between soldier 

and civilian (McMahan 2008, 21). The fact is that in such conflicts, rebels and guerillas play a 

significant role, and even ordinary civilians themselves often join the fighting if identity 

politics is implemented against them (Heinze 2009, 136). The human security approach, 

however, not only pays attention to such ambiguity but also questions the status and role of all 

conflict actors, providing a better understanding of how new wars are fought and what this 

means for the populations. Such advances in human security have both academic and practical 
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significance as they problematise the attribution of responsibility for imposing security threats 

and, conversely, the provision of security in contemporary conflicts, deepening the scope of 

security studies.  

Finally, human security is meaningful because it both questions the “just” principle of 

vindication of rights after the end of a conflict and illustrates that new wars do not end where 

traditional conceptions of security suggest they do. Even when the conflict between the parties 

ends, which is not always the case in new wars that “tend to bleed to death” and flare up again 

(Kaldor 2013, 8; see also Claessen 2012, 36), the affected societies continue to face a broad 

range of threats to their security because their post-war situation, unlike that of states, is rarely 

addressed. Conventional security no longer considers this as such developments are beyond its 

scope, but for human security, what happens after a conflict ends is as important as what 

happens during it. Accordingly, human security points out that remnants of war remain in the 

form of parallel criminal economies, entrenched mistrust and antagonism between societies 

due to the traumas inflicted, problems of social reconstruction or the harsh repressive policies 

of states (McMahan 2008, 22) that continue to pose security threats to humans. Human security 

addresses these kinds of security threats and develops practice-oriented policies aimed at 

overcoming remnant threats to finally ensure people’s security. 

2.3 Creating an integrated context-specific approach 

The third element of the human security framework proposed in this thesis implies the 

use of an integrated perspective while drawing on the specificity of the context. Des Gasper 

and Oscar Gómez criticise many strands of human security for “adopt[ing] 

compartmentalization [and] trying to separately discuss” different security areas (2015, 100). 

This approach may be helpful in squeezing the theorisation into the existing conventional 

security studies but lacks theoretical coherence and soundness. This thesis advocates for an 
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“integrated” understanding of human security that has recently entered the academic debate 

(see Gasper and Gómez 2015; Jacobs 2016). The main strength of this line of thinking in the 

perspective of this thesis lies in its emphasis that the vast majority of security threats to 

individuals and societies stem from the interconnectedness of different spheres of life, the 

security actors present and the existing political practices of countries and organisations. This 

way, “much of the value-added from human security analysis comes ... from functioning as a 

boundary concept to transcend [the compartmentalisation]” (Gasper and Gómez 2015, 100-

101; see also Jolly 2013) and considering how spheres of life, actors and policies construct 

threats imperceptible when focusing only on isolated elements of security. 

The contemporary reality of a globalised world is highly multidimensional, so to fully 

understand what and how poses security threats or challenges to individuals and societies, it is 

necessary to adopt a holistic approach (Estrada-Tanck 2013, 166-168). In the understanding of 

this thesis, an integrated human security approach aims to see the linkages and draw 

comparisons between different security threats to inform adequate ways to address them in an 

integrated and comprehensive manner. Otherwise, security analyses will fail to see the real 

scope and significance of threats and will have less understanding of how to specifically 

address them and what can be done. As proponents of an integrated approach note, “[e]xcept 

for bureaucratic or academic ease, there is little reason to consider any [security] area in 

isolation” (Gasper and Gómez 2015, 103). Indeed, human security has greater analytical 

soundness and practical effectiveness than most other approaches to security because it 

examines how the overlapping of security threats shapes and defines a complex of threats to 

the individual in different spheres of life. As a result, it advances the understanding that 

targeting individual security threats in different spheres in isolation will not ensure proper 

security in practice because security threats are intertwined and affect several spheres 

simultaneously. Finally, academics note that the residual security threats that remain in practice 
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after the primary issue has been addressed are ignored by traditional security thinking but 

continue to be of significant importance to affected societies and prevent them from achieving 

the full condition of security (Fukuda-Parr and Messineo 2012, 4). Using an integrated human 

security approach that takes into account the layering of security domains on top of each other 

and recognises the multidimensionality rather than monolithic nature of threats is capable of 

detecting such residual threats and relieving individuals and societies of vulnerability in the 

face of them, which is another theoretical and practical value of the approach. 

Despite the presented significance, one might argue that an integrated approach to 

human security would only further unnecessarily expand the concept and make it even less 

applicable. The thesis acknowledges this might happen, but only if the approach is used without 

further concretisation. In view of this, as envisioned, this thesis argues that concurrently with 

using an integrated approach, human security must be context-specific. In other words, a 

theoretically and practically sound approach to human security should indeed consider the 

interdependence and overlapping of distinct security threats without compartmentalisation, but 

only those that, in a given context, might pose a real threat to the individual/society and not the 

whole possible list of them. This will enable the human security approach to reasonably narrow 

the analytical scope and retain theoretical and practical relevance. The presented theorisation 

comes close to, but does not repeat, Taylor Owen’s argumentation that “[b]y shifting scales 

from the national to the local, human security becomes a manageable concept, reducing from 

hundreds of possible threats down to a handful of priority challenges” (2013, 310-311). 

Moreover, the thesis contends that the extreme breadth of human security taken as a whole is, 

on the contrary, its main advantage when properly employed. This is so because it provides 

academics and policymakers with a comprehensive list of possible security threats and 

problems from which they can identify and contextualise what is appropriate for their case (see 

Jolly and Ray 2007).  
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An integrated and context-specific approach will more reasonably account for the 

security threats faced by individuals finding themselves in different contexts than a static 

traditional understanding of security. The latter usually postulates that security is the same in 

any circumstance and unifies its notion, ignoring that in different contexts and for different 

referent objects, different developments will present security threats (see Fusiek 2020). In turn, 

human security “provides fresh situation-specific understandings and insights, by applying a 

non-conventional boundary-crossing perspective in ways tailormade to specific cases” (Gasper 

2010, 36). By contrast, in implementing an integrated context-specific human security 

approach, security priorities are identified “after exploring the concerns of people in specific 

situations rather than before” (Jolly and Ray 2007, 457), allowing for coming up with tailored 

responses to thoroughly address the issue. Finally, since human security typically analyses the 

level of development of individuals and their communities, the methodology of an integrated 

context-specific approach of seeing linkages and drawing comparisons can help to address or 

prevent security threats in communities at a similar level of development to those where 

comparable threats have previously occurred. This possible application of human security is 

rarely noted in the literature (see Pietsch and McAllister 2010) but is nevertheless an essential 

development for contemporary security. 

2.4 Achieving effective policy manifestation and implementation 

Human security can help to better account for security in contemporary realities also 

because it achieves a better and more effective policy addressing of security threats than other 

security approaches and thus has a greater empirical impact on security. The elements 

discussed in Section 2.3 per se lead to a better policy addressing of pressing security threats 

and a more effective policy implementation of security measures. However, human security 

involves more facets that provide it with a more capable policy embodiment. Above all, as 

Newman puts it, human security in its current stage of development is “an uncritical approach”, 
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but instead, it actively contributes to problem-solving dialogue without hiding behind the veil 

of academia (2010, 92). This nature inherently weakens the academic position and influence 

of human security but makes it recognised amongst the policy actors who rely on it. The latter, 

in turn, strengthens it in the policy domain and provides more opportunities to influence policy 

and shape how security is actually operationalised. Similarly, human security has an impact on 

the policy domain and thus on human security in practice because it provides policy actors with 

a set of tools to realise their aspirations, including in the security sphere. Thus, the advantage 

of human security is that it “provide[s] a shared language to highlight a new focus in 

investigation; guide[s] evaluations; guide[s] positive analysis; focus[es] attention in policy 

design; and motivate[s] action” (Gasper 2010 cited in Fukuda-Parr and Messineo 2012, 15), 

reinforcing itself as not just another purely theoretical security field but an effective framework 

in practice. 

An equally important manifestation of human security’s greater capacity and 

effectiveness in policy implementation is its theorisation that security providers nowadays are 

not limited to states. Frequently, it is suggested that the idea of a diversity of security providers 

is a significant achievement in itself (see Holm 2017; Reveron and Mahoney-Norris 2018; 

Valenciano and Arugay 2021), but this thesis argues that the importance of this concept is 

manifested precisely in the domain of policy implementation. As noted throughout the thesis, 

human security distinguishes a wide range of security threats and postulates that cooperation 

between states, international and regional organisations, businesses, civil society and local 

actors is necessary to address the diversity of problems in practice. This thesis argues that, most 

of all, a diversity of security providers is necessary because a wide range of actors beyond 

states will bring their own appropriate approaches, competencies and tools that states do not 

possess to address human security problems in practice (Martin and Owen 2013, 4). This is 

imperative because states commonly lack the capacity and skills to correctly address human 
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security threats that go beyond state security and need practical cooperation with actors capable 

of doing so. Furthermore, involving additional actors beyond the state in security can “help to 

clarify and develop standards, begin integrated activities and monitor progress and 

effectiveness”, which has a direct effect on policy areas (Titko and Kurtynets 2019, 566). These 

developments, if properly realised, “can create a horizontal, cross-border source of [security] 

that complements traditional vertical structures” (Titko and Kurtynets 2019, 566-567) that in 

the policy domain allows human security to become a framework that will unify many existing 

security initiatives and channel the practical efforts of the global community to a desired goal. 

Delving further into policy manifestations, the methodology of human security in its 

broad understanding, “based upon analysis of causal processes, permits policy makers to 

establish linkages among traditional military threats, nontraditional human security threats, and 

human development” (Fukuda-Parr and Messineo 2012, 12-13). While at first, this may seem 

like a superficial finding, it is, in fact, of crucial importance. It shows that human security 

places particular emphasis on the relevant empirical cause-effect relationship of insecurity that 

helps to determine how the targeting of emerging security threats in practice should or should 

not happen. At the same time, the causal process in the understanding of human security is 

comprehensive and also considers elements of the traditional understanding of security if they 

have an essential causal influence (Tanaka 2019, 23-25). In turn, the described developments 

allow for the creation of policy responses to security threats that are comprehensive and 

coherent, take into account interrelationships ignored by traditional security and hence are 

better applied in practice. Moreover, this causal nature of human security methodology enables 

the development of “a conceptual and practical way to deal with the future trajectory of global 

insecurity” by analysing the causes and possible outcomes of different security threats (Liotta 

and Bilgin 2013, 113). This provides a further illustration of how human security methodology 

can make the approach more effective and influential in the policy domain.  
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Finally, another key constituent showing that human security is more meaningful and 

effective in a policy setting is its conceptual design that focuses on “foundational prevention 

rather than crisis management” of security threats (Gasper 2010, 36). Such a design, in practical 

terms, is highly significant because it empowers security actors in all their diversity to change 

the essence of the existing global security system to prevent the emergence of threats in various 

spheres instead of focusing on the post-factum treatment of problems that have already arisen. 

The thesis asserts that individuals in current realities are the most vulnerable object of security. 

Therefore, the change in the security system’s nature promoted by human security is extremely 

important for them and increases their likelihood of feeling secure given the 21st-century’s 

developments. Equally importantly, human security’s focus “on prevention and mitigation” 

enables the creation of “comprehensive and multifaceted policies [and] practical frameworks” 

that better address the “moral, ethical dimension” of security and thus more effectively “protect 

and empower individuals and communities” in practice than traditional approaches (Takasu 

2006, 6). Finally, this preventive human security design assumes that, in practice, prevention 

will be more cost-effective than intervention in already unfolding situations and more 

efficiently address the underlying causes of insecurity (Acharya 2014, 448-449). This makes 

the human security approach further suitable for a practical course of action. 

2.5 Addressing gendered threats and empowering feminist security 

The final element of the framework proposed in this thesis on how human security 

better accounts for security in the realities of the 21st century is that it addresses gender issues 

in security and empowers feminist approaches. Such developments are almost completely 

ignored by traditional understandings of security but are highly relevant and necessary in 

contemporary realities. This is so because despite little attention in security studies, “women 

are often the ones most victimised by violence in times of armed conflict [and] their basic well-

being is also severely threatened in daily life by unequal access to resources, services and 
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opportunities, not to mention the many forms of violence women experience under ‘ordinary 

circumstances’” (Rubio-Marin and Estrada-Tanck 2013, 237-238). In this regard, Laura 

Heideman argues that “[t]he concept [of human security] was a boon for feminist scholars in 

particular: it gave them a language to interject concerns about the kinds of interpersonal and 

structural violence women experience” (2013, 217). While Heideman does not specify how 

exactly this becomes possible, this thesis argues that this is so because human security implies 

a close examination and analysis of the personal conditions of individuals as well as 

highlighting what are the key security threats to different sections of the population. In view of 

this, it is not surprising that human security has increased academic and practical attention to 

gendered issues of security, even though the literature rarely links gender aspects of insecurity 

to it. 

More importantly, human security, through its broad perspective and practice-oriented 

approach, allows the issue of gender-based security to be addressed not in isolation but directly 

within the broader security debate and thus enriches it in line with the needs of the 21st century. 

Accordingly, human security has become an extremely timely and long-needed lens to cover 

the security threats experienced by women, as explored by Rubio-Marin and Estrada-Tanck 

(2013). While the question of how human security can address the clash between identity and 

security has already been addressed in this thesis (see Section 2.1), in the context of gender-

based security, the issue of identity is likewise important but in a more specific sense. It is 

argued that gender is a key element in the study of identities in security contexts (see Truong, 

Gasper and Handmaker 2014), so human security overcoming the “identity-less” security 

assumptions of traditional theorisations (Gasper and Gómez 2015) allows for the generation of 

appropriate and substantiated approaches for understanding gender-dependent and gender-

specific security threats and their subsequent addressing. 
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Yet there is another key layer of how human security advances the problematisation of 

gendered security threats, issues and risks and hence becomes highly relevant to account for 

contemporary security developments. Traditional Western conceptions of security are not 

interested in providing women with security conditions, instead promoting discrimination and 

security limitations, as well as “convert the agenda of physical security for women into a project 

for their control” (Bumiller 2013, 192-194). At the same time, the human security approach 

precisely addresses and seeks to overcome this system of gender-based security discrimination 

in both theory and practice and thus “has real configuring power on gender relations and issues” 

in the context of security (Ferree 2013, 291). In a similar vein, Rubio-Marin and Estrada-Tanck 

illustrate that human security methodology emphasises that “the violations of [women’s 

security] happen as part of a systematic pattern ... of structural discrimination and 

vulnerability” in the field of security (2013, 253). However, this thesis goes further and argues 

that human security, due to its focus on studying people’s personal conditions and security 

concerns, is equipped with analytical tools to overcome systematic and sometimes intentional 

violations of women’s security and create a practice-oriented security framework in which 

everyone in society enjoys a sense of security, including women. Finally, the presented 

discussions show that one of the main advantages and strengths of human security is its ability 

to perceive and frame various issues that are important when examined in detail but are 

habitually ignored by other security approaches intentionally or due to analytical inability. 

To summarise the second chapter, this thesis has advanced the academic theorisation 

and understanding of human security and presented a multidimensional and thorough 

framework of how it can better account for security in the 21st century. Firstly, human security 

is equipped to overcome the clash of identities and security that is at the root of many 

contemporary conflicts and generally better explain the individual as a referent object of 

security. Secondly, it is capable of adequately explaining the security threats emanating from 
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new wars and showing that the concept of just war does not apply to new wars that significantly 

affect civilians. Thirdly, through an integrated and context-specific approach, human security 

can analyse and address in its entirety what threats in contemporary realities are experienced 

by people and societies and how they are intertwined and affect different spheres. Fourthly, 

this approach has a robust policy implementation of its theorisation and practical impact on the 

implementation of security that strengthens it in the policy domain. Fifthly, human security 

devotes attention to gendered security issues that are extremely important in contemporary 

realities and empowers feminist and other deprived views of security. Yet, to be most effective 

and realise its full potential, this thesis argues that human security should use all elements of 

the presented framework interconnectedly rather than separately. The next and final chapter of 

this thesis will examine several case studies that empirically illustrate how the presented 

framework is specifically applicable in practice and what role its various elements play in 

addressing threats to human security on an empirical rather than theoretical level. 
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Chapter 3. The empirical value of the human security 
approach 

3.1 Human security in practice: The case study of the (post-) 

genocide in Rwanda 

As envisaged, the third thesis chapter will examine how human security allows for 

better addressing pressing security threats to individuals in practice and apply the presented 

framework to the study of two cases where the importance of human security is particularly 

acute. The thesis will analyse the situations in Rwanda after the 1994 genocide and Ukraine 

during the Donbas conflict between 2014 and 2022. To assess the empirical situation, the work 

draws on fieldwork and interviews with local residents conducted by scholars, but it will go 

further than the existing findings and link them to human security. 

Regarding Rwanda, the reconstruction of the country after the events of the genocide 

has indeed provided comprehensive security for the population in various spheres, which is 

particularly notable when compared to fragile and unstable neighbouring states (see Baker 

2007; Grant 2015; Reyntjens 2016). The thesis notes that this was achieved primarily because, 

after the horrific events of the genocide, security was reasoned and operationalised through the 

lens of the people rather than the state, which directly influenced the genocide (Baker 2007, 

346). A superficial examination of the current situation in Rwanda may show that the country 

is still providing security to its population. However, an empirical delve into Rwandan 

developments illustrates that “[w]hile on the surface Rwanda appeared to be a safe, stable, and 

economically vibrant democracy, underneath this façade people felt insecure in their lives and 

relationships” (Grant 2015, 21). Since Rwanda shifted its security focus from people to state 

security in the mid-2000s, an increasing number of Rwandans are experiencing a state of 

insecurity that can only be detected using a human security approach rather than traditional 
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notions of security. Whilst academics typically view Rwandans’ increasing insecurity through 

the lens of other security perspectives (Longman 2011; Grant 2015), the thesis argues that these 

developments are most effectively addressed when applying the framework presented in the 

second chapter. 

Primarily, in the context of the clash of identity and security (Section 2.1), security for 

Tutsis and Hutus in the immediate aftermath of the genocide was achieved by a government of 

national reconciliation by discarding ethnic identities in society that suggested antagonism. 

Instead, a single ‘Rwandan’ identity was constructed, devoid of the confrontation between the 

Self and the Other (Jacquemin 2022, 152-154). In recent years, however, the Rwandan 

government has begun to reproduce the confrontation of identities and incite social conflict to 

maintain its security and power. While the state claims equal security for all Rwandans, this is 

only true if based on state-centred understandings of security (see McLean-Hilker 2014). The 

use of human security, which pays attention to the personal situations of different sections of 

the population (Section 2.4), reveals that the Rwandan government is deliberately reintroducing 

Tutsi and Hutu antagonism into the discourse, openly providing more benefits to Tutsis and 

conversely oppressing Hutus (see interviews in Grant 2015), which significantly reinforces 

insecurity amongst the population belonging to a particular identity. Such developments 

manifest themselves in physical violence and non-material oppression, which can be detected 

by focusing on socio-psychological developments in society through the psychological 

approach to human security (Section 2.1). 

In addition, Section 2.3 argues that understanding the full range of aspects of human 

insecurity requires an integrated, holistic approach, and the case study of post-genocidal 

Rwanda illustrates the importance of this. Rwandans perceive their insecurity situation to be a 

“metastasis” which, being deliberately created by the state for the sake of its own security in 
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one sphere, “spreads to all areas of social life, engendering fear and mistrust amongst friends 

and even family members” (Grant 2015, 16). Traditional approaches to security would not 

account for such developments because, at the state level, security is maintained, but using a 

human lens allows for emphasising such underlying insecurity developments in contemporary 

Rwandan society. Furthermore, the interviews show that the spread of human insecurity threats 

into different spheres of life causes the “development of secondary foci of disease at a distance 

from the primary site” (see interviews in Grant 2015, 21), which within the framework 

presented relates to the problem of residual security threats (Section 2.4). These threats to 

human security are not regulated by traditional approaches but are addressed by human 

security, which, by examining how different security domains specifically overlap, offers 

practice-oriented approaches to addressing them. 

Analysing the situation in Rwanda through a human security lens further shows that the 

Rwandan population also experiences deliberately created systems of gender-based security 

discrimination and exclusion from security along gender lines (Section 2.5). While most 

gender-based approaches to human security show that such systems target women, the case 

study of post-genocidal Rwanda illustrates that they can also be created against men. In 

Rwanda, men, especially those who are young, fit and involved in community activities, “seem 

to be targeted more frequently by the state as potential agents of violence” who may turn against 

the government (see interviews in Grant 2015, 17). Similarly, for Rwandan men, “the ‘security’ 

[the state] offered was ... differentially experienced based on ethnicity” (Grant 2015, 26), which 

further confirms the existence of a combination of gendered and ethnic systems of exclusion 

from security by the state. Such developments significantly reinforce Rwandan men’s 

insecurity in all spheres, which is ignored by traditional understandings of security and even 

narrow approaches to human security that ignore issues of gendered human security. 

C
E

U
eT

D
C

ol
le

ct
io

n



35 

 

Another problem that human security detects is that the Rwandan state is not an actor 

able and, more importantly, willing to provide real rather than superficial security for its 

society, as sufficient security for the population could negatively affect the position of the 

current authoritarian regime (see interviews in Longman 2011, 27-28). This brings the research 

back to the point that the practical implementation of human security requires the coordination 

of different actors beyond states and their contribution of approaches, tools and capacities 

(Section 2.4). Indeed, in the established Rwandan reality, despite the state’s suppression and 

intimidation, only civil society and local NGOs address the challenges and threats to human 

security (see interviews in Fisher 2017, 185-186). More distinctively, Rwanda is an example 

where, due to the antagonism of the state and the weakness of civil society and NGOs, 

individuals often become security providers for themselves and others through their actions 

and engagement (see interviews in Grant 2015, 23-24). It illustrates and even extends human 

insecurity theorising about the need for actors outside the state to provide security. Finally, due 

to the state’s failure to provide security, Rwandans feel fundamentally insecure as they 

encounter ambiguity, uncertainty and confusion daily in different areas of their lives. Only their 

own actions and sometimes the activity of local actors can help them overcome this condition. 

3.2 Human security in practice: The case study of the conflict in 

Eastern Ukraine 

The second significant case that illustrates the practical importance of the human 

security framework presented in this thesis is the conflict in Donbas between 2014 and 2022. 

While most academics present it from the perspective of state security and interstate relations 

(see discussion in Robinson 2017; Matveeva 2022), the thesis argues that applying the human 

security framework to this conflict is possible and will reveal significant but usually ignored 

details. Thus, human security will help better understand the nature of the events and how they 

could have been addressed. In addition, the thesis argues that due to the extreme divisions and 
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contradictions in Ukrainian society at the time of 2014-2015 and the widespread consequences 

of the conflict in Donbas, the latter caused significant threats to human security not only in the 

regions affected by the war but also throughout Ukraine. 

Above all, analysing it through the lens of human security shows that in the war in 

Donbas, as in the case of (post-)genocidal Rwanda, the clash of identity and security played a 

key role (Section 2.1). Delving into the psychology and self- and worldview of people from 

Donbas according to the psychological approach shows that one of the main essences of the 

conflict was the problem of identities and not so much political issues as it is shown through 

the prism of state-centred security (see interviews in Lazarenko 2019). The fact is that Donbas 

has historically had a freer and more independent identity, which was jeopardised by the change 

of power in Ukraine and the discourse of accession to the EU, which would mean ceding 

sovereignty in several essential areas. At the same time, interviews with politicians and citizens 

also show that the identity developed in the rest of Ukraine “presupposed that people in Crimea 

and Donbas do not have enough Ukrainian identity, mostly because of being Russian-speakers” 

(Lazarenko 2019, 553). The rest of Ukrainian society also felt a sense of insecurity, fearing 

how Russia might use the identity domain against them. At the same time, human security 

shows that the space for developing other non-antagonistic identities that would overcome the 

securitisation of this dimension was available as Donbas and the rest of Ukraine had common 

ground (see interviews in Giuliano 2018). 

The human security approach also allows for a much better addressing of the 

multifactorial nature of conflict than traditional security notions (Section 2.3). Thus, in the case 

of the human as a referent object of security, it can be seen that the population of Donbas was 

insecure due to a combination of “the economic decline during the independence period”, 

“constant talk [of the central authorities] about the unprofitability of the region” due to its coal 
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mining nature, “fear of losing [the Self]” and concerns about “turning towards the Ukrainian 

language and culture” (see interviews in Lazarenko 2019), which led to the conflict. Human 

security shows that the combination of these multifactorial threats had to be addressed to 

overcome the conflict because the political problems were only a manifestation of such deep 

insecurities found in other spheres. Moreover, the conflict in Eastern Ukraine shows the 

importance of considering how different security issues overlap and addressing residual 

security threats (Sections 2.2. and 2.3). Thus, examining security in the Donbas through a 

human lens reveals that even after the signing of ceasefire agreements in 2015, after which the 

intensity of the conflict decreased, “human rights violations and widespread impunity, 

insecurity, and lack of economic prospects in the midst of deteriorating social cohesion and 

violent political divisions” continued to persist for the populations of both government-

controlled and non-government-controlled areas of Ukraine (Tronc and Nahikian 2020, 5). 

These developments posed extremely significant security threats to the people, and only their 

complete understanding could have restored a sense of security to the population of Donbas. 

At the same time, as a consequence of this conflict, the population of the rest of Ukraine also 

felt substantial threats to their security due to the vast flow of internally displaced persons, the 

severance of important economic ties within the country and the weakening of trust in their 

authorities (see interviews in Lazarenko 2019). 

In addition, analysing the conflict in Donbas through a human security lens further 

shows that it deliberately created systems of security discrimination that targeted certain 

sections of the population (Section 2.5). Thus, Emmanuel Tronc and Anaïde Nahikian, based 

on their fieldwork, note that “the people of Donbas [became] more isolated than ever ... 

subjected to [security] discrimination and stigmatisation by both the Ukrainian authorities and 

separatist leaders” (2020, 70). Thus, the population of Donbas was subjected to double security 

discrimination without any separation between civilians and soldiers (Section 2.2), which is 
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essential for human security in this type of conflict. In terms of gendered lines of security 

discrimination, as in the case of Rwanda, the young male population of Donbas encountered 

them more because their security as potential conflict participants was not considered by both 

sides (Tronc and Nahikian 2020, 34). Given the above, the conflict further illustrates the 

practical necessity of engaging actors other than the state to ensure human security (Section 

2.4). Neither the Ukrainian leadership nor the separatist leaders, despite having the capacity to 

do so, have been particularly committed to providing security to the population, especially on 

the contact line (Fischer 2019, 28-29), where the civilian-military distinction was almost non-

present, and civilians suffered the most from shelling (Section 2.2). In practice, the entire 

provision of human security became a matter for international organisations and NGOs that 

addressed security threats directly affecting people, to which human security draws attention 

(Section 2.4). At the same time, these actors have been deprived of extensive opportunities to 

address security threats to the population due to the unwillingness of the leadership of the 

parties to the conflict to accept assistance and cooperate (Tronc and Nahikian 2020, 34). Such 

developments, when viewed through human security, show how states or similar actors can 

contrariwise deliberately reinforce human insecurity by only focusing on their own security. 

From the perspective of the framework presented, it is also essential that the conflict in 

Donbas shows how a human security approach can better account for the security threats posed 

by “new wars” to people (Section 2.2). Thus, Valeria Lazarenko notes that from the perspective 

of people, “the war in the Donbas [lied in] local identity politics” more than in any interstate 

political development (2019, 559). Respectively, human security allows for considering a 

different but no less important dimension of security threats and underscoring that a different 

approach than the political one that was adopted was necessary to fully address them. 

Furthermore, the war in Eastern Ukraine also illustrated the inapplicability of the principles of 

proportionality towards civilians and discrimination between them and the military (Section 
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2.2). Regarding the former, the conflict on the Ukrainian side involved “clans, warlords, and 

oligarchs fighting[ing] for financial gain and political influence”, and the Russian side was 

seeking “to destabilise the Westward-leaning Ukrainian authorities” (Tronc and Nahikian 

2020, 6). None of them considered civilians' security imperatives in pursuing their goals. As 

for the latter, on the contact line, “civilians have endured shelling, destruction of their homes 

and cities, economic sanctions, blockades [by Ukrainian army] and villainisation by Ukrainian 

media” and vice versa, without any distinction between them and the actual military (Tronc 

and Nahikian 2020, 6).  

Finally, analyses of interviews of Ukrainian respondents (see Katchanovski 2016; 

Giuliano 2018; Lazarenko 2019) show that human security, when it comes to its best policy 

addressing topical issues, can overcome pressing security concerns by drawing attention to 

personal stories and understandings of the current conflict (Sections 2.4 and 2.5). This approach 

provides an opportunity to challenge dominant security discourses and narratives that ignore 

the human perspective on conflict and change the focus of security. In doing so, human security 

allows people from opposite sides of the conflict, focusing on understanding this personal 

perspective and exploring social-psychological developments (Section 2.1), to approach 

reconciliation, overcome societal tensions and channel identity development in a positive 

direction. All of this is crucial to overcoming human insecurity and qualitatively distinguishes 

the possibilities and prospects of this approach from others that are less policy-grounded. 

To summarise the third chapter, this thesis has empirically analysed and evaluated how 

the presented human security framework demonstrates its significance in practice. To 

empirically substantiate the concepts discussed, the chapter has examined two cases where 

human security issues are of particular importance, namely the (post-)genocidal situation in 

Rwanda and the conflict in Donbas. Both cases showed in practice the importance of addressing 
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the clash of identities within the conflict through a psychological approach, the existence of 

deliberately created systems of security discrimination around gender and, in the case of 

Rwanda, ethnic lines, the need to consider actors other than the state as security providers and 

the impact on people of the multidimensionality of threats and the presence of residual security 

threats. In addition, the conflict in Donbas also vividly illustrated security threats for people 

stemming from it being a new type of conflict and the possibility of national reconciliation 

through attention to personal perspectives and the challenge of dominant security discourses. 

In turn, the situation in Rwanda also highlighted how individuals themselves can be security 

providers in the face of weak local actors and state antagonism and how the façade of alleged 

security viewed through the lens of the state can be challenged by a human security approach. 
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Conclusion  

Human security breaks with traditional state-centric strands of security and makes the 

individual the referent object. However, this approach has received considerable criticism in 

academia because it is too heterogeneous, and there is an inconsistency between its broad and 

narrow understandings. Consequently, there is academic debate about whether it is practically 

applicable to address current security threats. Despite this, there is little empirically-based and 

thorough work on how its application in practice can improve or worsen academic and practical 

understanding of security. This thesis has filled this academic gap and, by adopting a broader 

but more comprehensive understanding of human security, has argued that human security can 

indeed better address contemporary security threats in practice by paying attention to those 

essential elements that are usually neglected. 

The first chapter of this thesis has examined the evolution of academic thinking about 

the human as a referent object of security. It has shown that the traditional approach to security 

is pluralistic and considers the security of both the population and the state. In doing so, it has 

also pointed out the wide-ranging shortcomings associated with the classical state-centred 

understanding of security and highlighted how broadening security’s essence has become 

possible. More importantly, the first chapter has demonstrated that in the last two decades, 

there has been a plethora of policy-grounded works on human security, but most are too vague 

and not practically applicable. This has necessitated the creation of an empirically grounded 

framework for human security that will help to better account for security in the 21st century. 

Accordingly, the second chapter, building on existing concepts but advancing, 

developing and criticising them, has presented its own multidimensional and thorough 

framework that will help make human security an approach that is relevantly applicable in 

practice. Firstly, the thesis has developed how, through a psychological approach, human 
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security can overcome the clash of identities and security and better explain the former. 

Secondly, the second chapter has argued that human security can better account for security 

threats emanating from a new type of conflict and shown that these cannot be categorised as 

just. Thirdly, it has been argued that an integrated and context-specific approach to human 

security overcomes many of the limitations of traditional notions of security and can account 

for essential but commonly ignored threats. Fourthly, because of its problem-solving approach, 

human security has better practical applicability and greater empirical effectiveness in targeting 

security threats. Fifthly, this chapter has developed how human security can explain gendered 

aspects of insecurity and the creation of intentional systems of exclusion from security. 

However, to properly assess the practical applicability of human security, it is not 

enough just to present a theoretical framework. Therefore, chapter three has shown how 

applying this framework allows for a better account of security in post-genocidal Rwanda and 

Ukraine during the war in Donbas. Both cases have revealed that human security allows for the 

consideration of human security threats stemming from clashing identities, the existence of 

deliberately created systems of security discrimination around gender and ethnic lines, the 

importance of actors beyond the state in ensuring human security, the impact on people of the 

multidimensionality of threats as well the threats stemming from new wars. That said, further 

consideration of how human security can better than other security notions account for security 

in contemporary realities and how the presented framework can be empirically applied to other 

cases is encouraged.  
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