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Abstract 
Diffusion literature in International Relations (IR) has mostly focused on explaining 
patterns of convergence among states and international organizations. While 
numerous studies have revealed that ideas, norms, institutions, and practices often 
vary as they diffuse, the perspective of those people who experience the diffusion of 
global agendas at the local level is still under-researched. The diffusion of the human 
security agenda is explored in this article with a focus on how it is perceived in 
different sociocultural contexts. The positive and negative roles that non-state actors 
play in building human security are also addressed in order to shed light on the 
opportunities they have to become more effective in promoting the human security 
agenda. I argue that when non-state actors focus on solution-oriented research, 
improve communication, and foster interactive and interdisciplinary practices with 
other members of civil society, they are in a better position to understand and 
promote people’s development and security in a holistic and sustainable fashion. 
 
Keywords: Diffusion, human security, non-state actors, sociology of knowledge, 
communication, legitimacy. 
 
 

Journal of Conflict  

Transformation & Security 

Vol. 6| No. 1 

April 2017 

www.cesran.org 

* Eduardo Gonçalves Gresse is a PhD candidate at the Faculty Social and Economic Sciences and 
member of the Centre for Globalisation and Governance (CGG) at the University of Hamburg, 
Germany. 

 

  
 
 
Journal of Conflict Transformation and Security (JCTS) is for academics, policy makers and practitioners to engage in 
discussions on a wide range of peace, conflict and human security related issues in a multidisciplinary forum with 
contributions from political science, security studies, international relations, development studies, post-conflict 
reconstruction studies, economics, sociology, international law, political history, and human geography. 
  
As an international refereed e-journal, edited by a group of acclaimed scholars indicated in the Editorial Board, the 
Journal of Conflict Transformation and Security is published at its own website http://www.cesran.org/jcts. It 
welcomes submissions of articles from related persons involved in the scope of the journal as well as summary 
reports of conferences and lecture series held in the social sciences. Submissions in comparative analysis, with 
case studies and empirical research are particularly encouraged. 
  
Prospective authors should submit 5.000 - 10.000 word articles for consideration in Microsoft Word-compatible 
format. For more complete descriptions and submission instructions, please access the Editorial Guidelines and Style 
Guidelines pages at the CESRAN website: http://www.cesran.org/jcts. Contributors are urged to read CESRAN’s 
author guidelines and style guidelines carefully before submitting articles. Articles submissions should be sent in 
electronic format to: 
  
 
 
Prof. Alpaslan ÖZERDEM - Editor-in-Chief - alpozerdem@cesran.org 
 
 
  
Publication date:                  Spring issue — April 
                                            Autumn issue — October 

JOURNAL  

  of  

CONFLICT  

TRANSFORMATION  

  and 

SECURITY 

http://www.cesran.org/JCTS
http://www.cesran.org/JCTS
mailto:alpozerdem@cesran.org


Introduction 
After the traumatic experiences of the First and Second World Wars, a series of global 
initiatives emerged which included the foundation of the United Nations (UN) system and the 
International Criminal Court (ICC). The trend towards greater prominence for humanitarian 
discourses gathered pace after the end of the Cold War as ideas about security expanded 
beyond a focus on the military with the state as its referent object.1 Indeed, during the 1990s, 
humanitarian ideas became a principal normative reference for states and organizations as 
they sought to clarify their international responsibilities and obligations.2 It was in this 
context that the contemporary human security agenda came to the fore. The idea of human 
security did not emerge from the non-governmental community or from within a state but 
became evident instead in international organizations such as the UN and, later, the 
European Union (EU).3 In any case, both state and non-state actors have been crucial to its 
subsequent evolution and also to the diffusion of the human security agenda. 
 
Much of the literature on diffusion in International Relations (IR) has focused on explaining 
patterns of convergence in the work of states, international organizations, and transnational 
organizations.4 In addition, research on norm diffusion has tended to concentrate 
disproportionately on the provider of norms.5 While these shortcomings have been 
addressed in IR and sociological research that focuses on processes such as synchronization,6 
localization,7 subsidiarity,8 or collective learning,9 still little attention has been paid to the 
viewpoints and experiences of those people who experience the diffusion of global agendas 
within their respective local contexts. To help address this gap, this article will briefly review 
the diffusion of the human security agenda in different sociocultural contexts with special 
focus on how human security is understood in those contexts. It will also answer questions 
about how non-state actors might become more effective in promoting the human security 
agenda in order to broaden discussion on this issue.10 

 
This work draws on insights informed by the sociology of knowledge, and in particular on the 
ideas set out in Berger and Luckmann’s definitive work The Social Construction of Reality 
(1966).11 The article will explore the positive and negative roles that non-state actors play in 
building human security, and it will also shed light on the opportunities that they have to 
become more effective in promoting the human security agenda. A broad range of agents are 
collected under the term “non-state actors,” but the scope is limited here to scholars and non
-governmental organizations (NGOs) given their strong potential for helping the UN as well as 
both state and other non-state actors to promote the human security agenda more 
effectively. The human security agenda is understood for the purposes of this article to refer 
to a global plan of action, based on the UN’s human security approach and on its inter-
linkages with the recently established 2030 Agenda for sustainable development, which seeks 
to address the multiple threats posed to human security in a holistic and sustainable 
fashion.12 

 

I begin by introducing the concept of diffusion and discussing the emergence as well as the 
dissemination of the human security agenda. Next, I present an illustrative analysis of how 

 

 

36 

 

Non-state Actors 
and the Diffusion of 
the Human Security Agenda 

 

 

Journal  

of Conflict  

Transformation  

& Security 

N
o

n
-s

ta
te

 A
ct

o
rs

 a
n

d
 t

h
e 

D
iff

u
si

o
n

 o
f 

th
e 

H
u

m
an

 S
ec

u
ri

ty
 A

ge
n

d
a 



human security is perceived in three distinct sociocultural contexts, and I then briefly analyse 
both the positive and negative roles played by non-state actors, and particularly scholars and 
NGOs, in building human security. Finally, I discuss the opportunities that exist for them to 
become more effective in promoting the human security agenda. On the one hand, I argue 
that more solution-oriented research on human security is needed and that new channels of 
communication between NGOs, scholars, and other members of civil society should be 
fostered. On the other hand, I claim that it is counterproductive to focus on individual human 
security concerns and that is necessary to understand and promote people’s security in a 
holistic and interdisciplinary fashion. Last but not least, I discuss the limitations as well as the 
potential of this work to inspire further research into the diffusion of global agendas across 
distinct sociocultural contexts. 
 
This paper contributes to the literature on human security by advocating the importance of a 
broad, interdisciplinary and solution-oriented approach. The work involved in improving 
awareness about human security and facilitating the empowerment of individuals and 
communities to build it effectively relies on inclusive, democratic communication and 
constant interactions among distinct international and local agents such as 
intergovernmental organizations, policymakers, scholars, NGOs and other civil society groups. 
The article also seeks to encourage the development of empirical research and cooperative 
actions on human security, both within and beyond the academic realm. This approach is 
relevant, not only for non-state actors and civil society, but also for state actors and for UN 
authorities, as it offers opportunities for a range of global and local actors to reflect on how 
they might promote the human security agenda, along with its vast objectives, more 
productively. The issues raised and the challenges identified by this work may also inspire a 
general reflection on the crucial roles played by non-state actors in the diffusion of the 
human security agenda. 
 
The diffusion of the human security agenda 
 
Diffusion is conceived as a process through which ideas, practices, normative standards, or 
policies and institutions spread across time and space.13 The process of diffusion takes place 
within and across societies, countries, or other jurisdictional units, and among a wide range 
of public and private actors.14 Social science scholars have developed and/or advanced 
numerous approaches to diffusion research.15 For reasons of space, however, this article is 
focused on the emergence of distinct understandings of “human security” and on how they 
might influence the diffusion of the human security agenda worldwide. 
 
Kingler-Vidra and Schleifer point out that norms, ideas, and practices can be reframed, 
reinterpreted, and modified in order to increase their fit with a particular local 
environment.16 While norms may influence the behaviour of states on a global scale, it is also 
true that they are likely to be misinterpreted or discarded in the absence of social 
recognition.17 Research on norm diffusion in International Relations should, therefore, focus 
not only on those actors who establish and promote normative standards but also on those 
people who experience them. As far as the human security agenda is concerned, the 
sociocultural contexts in which its norms and practices are promoted must be taken into 
consideration in order for us to analyse and better understand the diffusion of this global 
agenda. 
 

The first steps were taken toward the creation of the contemporary human security agenda 
during the 1990s, and they were accelerated after 1994 when the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) issued a Human Development Report (HDR) in which 
human security was, for the first time, explicitly and somewhat systematically articulated.18 
This report marked a significant turning point in the trajectory of international development 
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and security agendas as it expanded the notion of security and placed special emphasis on 
human security as a new framework for understanding development and security issues in 
relation to seven key dimensions of human experience; these were categorized in terms of 
food and health, as well as economic, environmental, personal, community, and political 
needs.19 Human security later evolved into an even broader approach that incorporated 
three freedoms (freedom from fear, freedom from want, and freedom to live in dignity) as 
well as five principles (human security is intended to be people-centred, comprehensive, 
context-specific, prevention-oriented, and concerned with protection and empowerment).20 

 

Although the human security agenda was initially articulated as part of efforts to influence 
debates and state policies during the preparatory phase of the 1995 UN Conference on Social 
Development in Copenhagen, neither the Copenhagen Declaration on Social Development 
nor the Programme of Action of the World Summit for Social Development assigned much 
relevance to the idea that human security could be a guiding principle for security and 
development.21 Since then, there has been little consensus on how to promote and translate 
the human security agenda into practice. As a result, different approaches have been 
employed over time. 
 
The Canadian and Norwegian governments, for instance, have adopted narrow definitions of 
human security, focused on the idea that the term should be understood in terms of 
“freedom from fear.” This approach was reflected in the operations of the Human Security 
Network which emerged out of a Canadian-Norwegian partnership and involved 12 other 
nation states working with them to influence the international security agenda.22 Meanwhile, 
the government of Japan, the UNDP, and many prominent scholars have advocated a 
broader understanding of human security which would be attentive to many aspects of 
people’s security and not just to their physical safety and survival.23 The government of Japan 
and the United Nations Secretariat also launched the United Nations Trust Fund for Human 
Security (UNTFHS) in March 1999 with the aim of translating the UN’s human security 
approach into practical actions. In a similar vein, initiatives such as the Friends of Human 
Security forum have called for a comprehensive approach to human security focused on its 
three main aspects: “freedom from fear”, “freedom from want” and people’s ability to “live 
life in dignity.”24 

 

The concept of human security places people at the centre of development and, in doing so, 
makes an innovative contribution to the UN’s and its Member States’ development and 
security agendas. Moreover, it recognizes and encourages the participation of non-state 
actors in the process of implementation of these global agendas at the local level.25 Human 
security also involves a fundamental departure from an orthodox international relations 
security analysis as it gives primacy to human beings and their complex social and economic 
relations instead of focusing on the state as the exclusive primary referent object.26 This does 
not mean, however, that the human security agenda ignores the role of the nation state. At 
the same time that it accommodates the significant involvement of local communities, civil 
society, and other non-state actors, it embraces the state’s importance, and these actors are 
expected to work together on developing long-lasting solutions to the interdependent 
threats that affect human security.27 

 

Indeed, as Krause reveals, a wide variety of non-state actors have been inspired by the 
human security agenda.28 Prominent NGOs such as the Arias Foundation, Oxfam UK, and the 
Worldwatch Institute have been working with the concept of human security. Furthermore, 
numerous university-based research centres and study programmes on human security have 
been established,29 and multiple reports have been published.30 Human security has been 
also the object of numerous recent debates and studies on global governance and world 
politics.31 These developments reflect a growing understanding of the salience of the 

 

 

38 

  
N

o
n

-s
ta

te
 A

ct
o

rs
 a

n
d

 t
h

e 
D

iff
u

si
o

n
 o

f 
th

e 
H

u
m

an
 S

ec
u

ri
ty

 A
ge

n
d

a 
Journal of  Conflict  

Transformation & Security 



discourse of human security. It is clear, therefore, that the concept has been widely 
disseminated as one of the key ways of framing and describing the insecurities that 
individuals face both domestically and internationally.32 

 
Although the human security agenda has been widely diffused throughout the last two 
decades, and notwithstanding numerous efforts to promote the human security agenda at 
the field level, the number of UNTFHS projects has dramatically decreased in recent years 
(Chart 1).33 In the academic debate, many scholars have been criticizing the role and/or the 
significance of human security.34 Indeed, considering the difficulties faced by the UN in 
designing a systematic definition of “human security,”35 criticism of and differences in its 
interpretation are to be expected. In order to understand the diffusion of the human security 
agenda and the potential that the UN and non-state actors have to promote it more 
effectively, it is therefore important to analyse the ways in which it is perceived in distinct 
sociocultural contexts. The next section provides a brief review of the ways in which human 
security has been interpreted in Latin America, Southeast Asia, and Southern Africa. 

 
Human security in different social-cultural contexts 
 
Numerous studies have shown that there is significant variation in the diffusion of normative 
standards across different regional and local contexts.36 Berger and Luckmann understand 
“humanness” as being variable across different sociocultural contexts. According to their 
view, there is only human nature in the sense of anthropological constants that delimit and 
permit people’s sociocultural formations.37 In addition, they demonstrate that the processes 
of socialization and knowledge transfer are interrelated with the social worlds within which 
these interactions take place.38 Following this logic, it is to be expected that the 
persuasiveness and significance of the human security agenda will vary depending on the 
sociocultural contexts within which this agenda is being promoted. Therefore, any 
investigation of the diffusion of human security as a global agenda should analyse and take 
into consideration the respective local perspectives on “human security”.  
 
There are three main reasons for the decision here to focus on how human security is 
perceived in the sociocultural contexts that exist in Latin America, Southeast Asia, and 
Southern Africa. These post-colonial regions share historical experiences that help to explain 
some of the current socio-economic patterns and human insecurities they face, which include 
poverty, high social inequality, and violence, and yet there are fundamental sociocultural 
differences between them. The diversity of ethnic groups, religions, languages, and traditions 
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Chart 1. Establishment of human security projects funded and/or supported by the UNTFSH over 
time 



within and across these three regions can be expected to produce different ways of thinking 
about and acting upon the human security agenda. Finally, these regions are all of strategic 
importance in relation to UN initiatives on human security, and a large part of the work 
funded by the UNTFHS is focused on projects in these areas.39 

 
In Latin America, the idea of human security has been contested mainly because of the 
various security challenges that arise at the domestic level and because of the importance 
given by Latin American states to the Westphalian principle of sovereignty.40 In order to 
understand how Latin Americans perceive the idea of human security, it is necessary to take 
into account the continent’s recent past during which military dictatorships have subsumed 
any focus on aspects of social life under policies, such as censorship and suppression of the 
freedom of association, which prioritized the fight against communism and the need for 
“national defence.”41 Bonner’s study on the Argentinian case reveals that “*s+ecurity *…+ has 
consistently been used by governments and the police in a manner that emphasizes domestic 
threats.”42 In addition, the foreign policies of Latin American countries in the twentieth 
century were largely preoccupied with the value of national sovereignty because of the latent 
fear produced by the interventionism of the United States (US).43 

 

Resistance to the adoption of a human security agenda as a new framework for dealing with 
security issues in Latin America also arose because “national security”, “citizen security”, and 
other similar concepts were already being used by domestic actors in ways that gave them 
culturally specific meanings.44 Bonner and Gómez further argue that the widely used concept 
of “human rights” has been found much more persuasive by both states and civil societies in 
this region than has the notion of “human security.”45 These views confirm the ongoing 
validity of Sorj’s claim that “the majority of human rights NGOs and the academic community 
in Latin America have *…+ tended to be critical of the concept of human security.” Sorj also 
notes that the human security agenda is often perceived in Latin America as an attempt to 
locate all social problems within the scope of security, a move that risks leading to the 
“resecuritization” of social life.46 

 
The human security agenda is also perceived with scepticism in Southeast Asia. According to 
Caballero-Anthony, an alternative, broader view of security is not novel or uncommon among 
Asian countries, and this is particularly true in Southeast Asia, a region that has, historically, 
witnessed some of the worst violence (for example, dictatorial regimes, genocides, and 
internal conflicts) of the twentieth century.47 Caballero-Anthony reveals that the concept of 
“comprehensive security”, first developed by Japan, had already been current during the 
Cold War, and some countries like Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore have even developed 
their own versions of it.48 Yet, the human security agenda has found strong resistance in 
Southeast Asian states where governments, like those in Latin America, remain strongly 
wedded to the primacy of national or state security.49 

 
Another reason for the contestation of the human security agenda in Southeast Asia relates 
to the fact that some initial Western articulations of the concept associated it with 
intervention, especially in its humanitarian form.50 When this kind of involvement is regarded 
as a Trojan horse operation rather than as a bid to improve human security, it is easily 
dismissed on the grounds that it runs counter to the regional norm of non-interference.51 
Against this background, the consequences of the Asian financial crisis, the 9/11 attacks, and 
other terrorist threats have all strengthened the significance of national security and the 
centrality of nation states in bids to address security issues in the region.52 

 
This trend notwithstanding, and in contrast to the stance states have taken in relation to the 
human security agenda, civil-society groups have been actively promoting emancipatory 
discourses on security, linking security with development and pushing the envelope on 
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human rights and human security towards the governments of the region.53 The proposals 
set out by civil-society actors, particularly in relation to human rights and human 
development, have engaged with the emancipatory idea of security, a broad vision that 
argues against the divisions and exclusions that other ideas of comprehensive security have 
been used to justify.54 

 

In Africa, Beebe and Kaldor argue, perceptions of security have been very different from 
those in other parts of the world and differ especially from those developed in the West.55 
Beebe and Kaldor argue that Africans understand security in a very particular and immediate 
way which sets aside the military notion of security; instead African concepts of security and 
insecurity are best defined as being conditions-based thanks to their focus on issues like 
security-sector reform, health, food shortages, poverty, and the environmental shock caused 
by climate change.56 Bah reveals that this broad view of human security, which is particularly 
diffused in Southern Africa, is closely associated with the recent history of struggles against 
white-minority rule as well as with the numerous political, economic, and social challenges 
that the region faces.57 

 

In the 1990s, even before the 1994 UNDP report was published, Southern African 
governments adopted a new security paradigm which closely associated security with 
development.58 In 1993, the member states of the South African Development Community 
(SADC) published a Framework and Strategy document which called for the building of 
common political values based on democratic norms and for the establishment of what was 
called a “non-militaristic security order”; the document also stressed the need to address non
-military sources of conflict and threats to human security, such as poverty and domestic 
political repression.59 Nevertheless, according to Beebe and Kaldor, the many and persistent 
social challenges that African societies face—as well as the use of inadequate approaches, 
often compounded by a lack of political will—expose both the powerlessness of NGOs and of 
African states and their inability to address threats to human security.60 

 

The human security agenda offers an alternative and holistic approach, one that focuses on 
the security of individuals in their respective local environments in its efforts to address 
threats to human security worldwide. Yet, while the human security agenda makes for a 
compelling normative framework within which human insecurities can be addressed, states 
and non-state actors do not automatically enact it at the domestic level. The promotion of 
the human security agenda undoubtedly represents an enormous challenge for both state 
and non-state actors in all of the regions highlighted above, and possibly in all other 
sociocultural contexts worldwide, because threats to human security are complex and extend 
over multiple borders. A declining number of projects are being supported and/or funded by 
the UNTFHS (Chart 1) and, at the same time, increased attention is being given to non-state 
actors as strategic partners at the local level. In this context, it is important to reflect on both 
the positive and negative roles that non-state actors play in building human security as well 
as on how they can become more effective in promoting the human security agenda. 
 
The role of non-state actors in building human security 
 
The human security agenda emerged as a response to the traditionally realist understanding 
of security in International Relations. In its promotion of an alternative set of norms and 
practices that are engaged with the security of individuals and communities, the agenda 
eschews the traditional sole focus on the security of states, and, as a consequence, both state 
and non-state actors are implicated in the agenda and are expected to be involved in its 
dissemination and implementation. Nation states are often the cause of human insecurities 
or limit the introduction of innovative policies associated with the human security agenda,61 
and so non-state actors are arguably in strategic terms crucial promoters of the human 
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security agenda. Although they do not always play positive roles in building human security 
and frequently reinforce old mindsets about sovereignty and security concerns, non-state 
actors are, nevertheless, flexible, multifaceted, and far-reaching and they have enormous 
potential to challenge top-down approaches and help locals build human security through 
innovative practices.62 

 
For the purposes of this article, I define non-state actors simply as individuals, organizations, 
or any other agents, outside the realm of the state. The focus here is limited to those non-
state actors engaged in scholarship or operating through NGOs because of the strong 
potential of their work to help both state and other non-state actors as well as the UN 
promote the human security agenda and foster initiatives that can address human 
insecurities worldwide. In this section, I critically explore the positive and negative roles that 
these non-state actors play in building human security, and afterwards I assess the 
opportunities that exist for them to become more effective in promoting the human security 
agenda. 
 
Scholarship plays a number of fundamental roles in the development of human security. Not 
only do scholars produce concepts and diffuse knowledge; they also promote debates and 
provide society with valuable information. Prominent academics such as Mahbub ul Haq, 
Amartya Sen, Des Gasper, and Shahrbanou Tadjbakhsh have been fundamental in shaping 
and promoting the idea of human security to the extent that we can recognize the human 
security agenda as the product of academic work as well as of international relations. 
Moreover, empirical studies on human security produced by academics have shed light on 
the types of progress, as well as the limitations, and challenges that have had an impact on 
the human security agenda worldwide.63 

 

Notwithstanding the positive roles scholarship can play, it can also hinder the human security 
agenda if its focus on detail encourages actors to consider human security concerns in terms 
of discrete issues at the expense of a more holistic approach. Many academics advocate 
narrow interpretations of human security64 and, as a result, they reinforce old mindsets and 
ineffective approaches to addressing human insecurities instead of taking advantage of 
innovations in the human security agenda and pursuing systematic solutions to address its 
shortcomings. 
 
Drawing on Bourdieu’s theory about the social role of scholars, Golsorkhi et al. emphasize 
that social researchers should take responsibility, not just for developing complex knowledge, 
access to which is likely to be limited for non-specialists, but also for diffusing this 
knowledge.65 Scholars, as experts with significant social legitimacy, have power, but they also 
need to weigh important responsibilities when they are advocating one approach or another. 
When academics promote narrow understandings of human security or simply disdain the 
idea without providing alternative solutions, they have a negative effect on the building of 
human security because they restrict awareness of more positive aspects of the human 
security agenda which can encourage and promote the holistic understanding of people’s 
security and the issues that affect it in various contexts. 
 
NGOs also play very important roles in building human security as they draw attention 
towards, provide information about, and lobby for appropriate responses to human 
insecurities in various parts of the world.66 Furthermore, NGOs offer services that 
governments and international agencies are unable to provide. NGOs have also become 
significant political actors in international politics and, at the individual level, help to provide 
information, consciousness-raising education, and resources to individuals that can then 
support and sustain them in their efforts to live better lives.67 Among the achievements 
associated with the role of NGOs in building human security is, for instance, the ratification of 
the Ottawa Treaty which sought to ban the use of anti-personnel land mines worldwide.68 
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NGOs may, however, also play negative roles in building human security. According to Beebe 
and Kaldor, NGOs are frequently associated with problems that include those generated by 
inefficient approaches, lack of transparency and accountability, and even their bad 
reputations which arise because “not all NGOs are purely humanitarian.”69 Beebe and Kaldor 
also criticize what they call the “artificial NGOs based on Western models” which use top-
down approaches and are, therefore, unable or unwilling to understand the demands of 
locals.70 To put it differently, NGOs that act on the basis of old mindsets and security 
paradigms and fail to take into consideration the perspective of local agents in relation to 
issues such as security and development are bound to fail when they try to build human 
security at a local level. 
 
Indeed, the challenges that non-state actors encounter as they strive to build human security 
are numerous, and they include issues related to accountability, communication, legitimacy, 
resources, and other factors. In addition, Schittecatte insists that the inclusion of non-state 
actors in intergovernmental settings only occurs in areas that do not challenge dominant 
economic world views and their attendant policies.71 Nevertheless, non-state actors have 
been challenging the dominant idea of state-centric security and raising issues of human 
rights protection, social justice, and equitable development.72 In fact, non-state actors—and 
particularly scholars and NGOs—have enormous potential in terms of their ability to improve 
the viability and levels of adoption of the human security agenda as a framework for 
promoting security and development in distinct sociocultural contexts. But how can non-state 
actors become more effective in promoting the human security agenda? 
 
Promoting the human security agenda more effectively 
 
The challenges and opportunities involved in promoting the human security agenda are 
interrelated. Problems posed by poor or non-existent resources, communication, and 
accountability, as well as the advocacy and use of inadequate approaches, thwart both the 
diffusion and the promotion of the agenda. However, these drawbacks can be mitigated in 
three ways. Firstly, while critical perspectives are, of course, vital to the further development 
of “human security” as a concept and agenda, and indeed might lead to the establishment of 
alternative valuable approaches to security and development, there is a strong need for more 
solution-oriented types of research into human security. Secondly, improvements in 
communication and the fostering of interaction in various forms between policymakers, 
NGOs, scholars, and other members of civil society would be hugely positive; and thirdly, non
-state actors should avoid any practices that shrink or segregate human security concerns 
into fragmented compartments; instead, it would be more productive to understand and 
promote people’s security in a holistic and interdisciplinary fashion. 
 
In a nutshell, solution-oriented research, improvements in communication strategies, efforts 
to understand the perspective of local agents and to interact with them, and the use of a 
comprehensive and interdisciplinary framework for addressing human insecurities are 
fundamental actions that can be leveraged to promote and then build human security in any 
sociocultural context. 
 
Writing in the 1960s, Berger and Luckmann claimed that science, as one of the most 
historically dominant forms of conceptual machinery, had become the property of specialist 
elites whose bodies of knowledge were increasingly removed from the common knowledge 
of the society at large.73 If scholars constantly criticize or even disdain the human security 
agenda instead of thinking of it as an opportunity to achieve social progress by providing 
societies with knowledge and guidance, the “distance” between the academic world and 
society at large might grow further. Bearing in mind that academics need to balance the 
requirement to disperse their research knowledge with their efforts to maintain the 
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complexity of its reasoning,74 more solution-oriented research on human security can provide 
an optimal solution to address these gaps.75 

 

Interaction between NGOs and scholars, as well as between them and other non-state actors, 
the UN, and policymakers, will, like any social interaction, produce knowledge.76 According to 
this perspective, communication is the bridge between knowledge and legitimation and can 
play a crucial role in the diffusion of normative standards. After all, local actors may want to 
understand why, and to what extent, specific (and often “foreign”) norms and practices are 
relevant to them before they implement them and make changes to the status quo. In this 
sense, only through inclusive and democratic communication can global norms be better 
assimilated, improved, and legitimated at the local level. Initiatives that aim to promote 
human security should create new channels whereby local actors can, not only make their 
voices heard, but also participate in implementation processes as well as become more 
conscious of the social structures in which they are implicated. Moreover, dialogues on 
specific norms and practices have to consist of horizontal interactions among “promoters” 
and “beholders” and to situate them both as “learners.”77 

 
Beebe and Kaldor argue that to build human security it is necessary to promote a 
“community social conscience” as well as to secure the participation of civil society actors 
who are “key to understanding what is happening” because security-building is “about 
communication and knowledge and helping to establish a common basis for legitimate 
governance.”78 Berger and Luckmann emphasize the importance of language as an essential 
means for any understanding of the reality of everyday life.79 Accordingly, I claim that to 
promote the human security agenda effectively, NGOs and scholars should interact with 
other members of civil society and make sure they are “speaking the same language” as the 
people their work affects.80 Improvements in communication may empower non-state actors 
to promote the human security agenda more effectively and can help too as they press 
governments to help them build human security according to the demands of locals. 
 
According to Tadjbakhsh, policymaking can make use of a networked, flexible, and horizontal 
coalition of approaches that correspond to complex situations and account for their 
specificity: “to hierarchize and prioritize among human insecurities may be a futile exercise, 
as threats are interdependent and the eradication of any one of them in isolation is of little 
effect.”81 Amartya Sen also argues that fragmented responses to human insecurities cannot 
be effective, insisting that stronger and more integrated responses from communities and 
states around the globe are necessary to build human security.82 

 
Given that the human security agenda is focused on diverse, situation-specific, and 
interacting threats and how they affect the lives of ordinary people, human security requires 
a holistic and, at the same time, context-specific approach that attends to how things are 
seen by people “on the ground.”83 An interdisciplinary framework is also required then, and 
in fact the promotion of the human security agenda should involve a wide and 
interdisciplinary range of non-state actors from different fields of expertise. Academics 
working in different areas of expertise, and representatives from NGOs working on issues 
such as the environment, education, poverty, and refugees, among other salient topics, are 
among those who need to be involved. This level of engagement is imperative if we are to 
capitalize in a holistic way on the innovations and insights enabled by the human security 
agenda. 
 
Finally, it is vital to consider local perspectives on human security because “sustainable 
security in particular areas can only be established by people who live there.”84 Outsiders 
working in a specific territory can at best facilitate people’s empowerment and establish safe 
spaces, setting preliminary conditions in order to mitigate insecurities that inhibit people 
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from freely determining their own futures. If non-state actors want to retain relevance and 
legitimacy in the eyes of the locals, they must be aware, before they come into the field with 
“turnkey solutions,” that local people should be consulted and their perspective and 
participation taken into consideration.85 When this participatory approach is taken, outsiders 
can contribute in a positive way to alleviating the security challenges faced by individuals and 
communities in their everyday lives. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Two decades after its international debut, there is no doubt that the concept of human 
security has been widely used by state and non-state actors around the globe. The diffusion 
of the human security agenda is real, notwithstanding the declining number of UNTFHS 
projects and significant variations in the agenda’s definition and implementation. However, 
as Alpaslan Özerdem mentioned in his Welcome Note at the Istanbul Human Security 
Conference in 2015, many people are still unaware of issues of human security, and the role 
of non-state actors in promoting and building human security has been neglected.86 

 
I present my arguments and recommendations mindful of several limitations. I shall cite 
three. First of all, this study does not provide detailed empirical research into the diffusion of 
the human security agenda in distinct sociocultural contexts. Instead, the analysis here is 
based on case studies that illustrate how human security is perceived within specific 
sociocultural contexts. Secondly, my critiques of the negative roles played by scholars and 
NGOs are based on a limited range of studies and debates and should not be generalized. 
Finally, the recommendations provided here should be understood, not as definitive claims, 
but as the source of inspiration for further research and other concrete actions that will 
address human security both within and beyond the academic realm. 
 
This article has reviewed the diffusion of the human security agenda and analysed how 
human security is perceived in three distinct sociocultural contexts: Latin America, Southeast 
Asia, and Southern Africa. Although limited by its illustrative analysis, this review generates 
four interesting findings. First, while human security is often perceived with scepticism in 
Latin America and in Southeast Asia, it has not been highly contested in Southern Africa, 
because in Africa security was understood in a broad sense even before the 1994 UNDP 
report was published. Second, while NGOs in Southeast Asia have been engaged with broader 
ideas of human security, Latin American NGOs tend to be critical towards the concept of 
human security and focus instead on the concept of human rights. Third, in all cases, the use 
of specific notions such as “national security” and “citizen security” (Latin America), and 
variations on “comprehensive security” (Southeast Asia) and “non-militaristic security 
order” (Southern Africa), indicate that the concept of “human security”, though widely 
diffused, is still not persuasive in the eyes of many people. Finally, the scepticism towards the 
notion of “human security” or the use of alternative concepts in these regions, where the 
majority of human security projects funded and/or supported by the UNTFHS were 
established, might offer a plausible explanation for the decline in the establishment of such 
projects throughout the last decade (Chart 1). 
 
To translate global normative standards into practice at the local level is a very challenging 
task, but the opportunities that arise from the diffusion of the human security agenda are 
numerous. While state actors often cause human insecurities or limit the development or 
implementation of innovations in relation to the human security agenda, non-state actors are 
strategically important promoters. The roles that non-state actors can play in helping to build 
human security, discussed here in relation to just two types of non-state actors, are myriad 
and have great potential. However, in order for this potential to be realized, more solution-
oriented research on human security as well as multi-stakeholder initiatives involving NGOs, 
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scholars, and other members of civil society should be fostered. Scholars and NGOs need also 
to articulate human security goals in an interactive and intelligible manner if they want to 
facilitate the empowerment of individuals and communities and promote the human security 
agenda more effectively. 
 
A broad view of human security has numerous advantages over a narrower perspective 
because it creates strong potential for security concerns to be addressed in a holistic and 
systematic fashion in any sociocultural context.87 In addition, the interconnectedness of 
issues and solutions relating to human security has gone beyond the academic realm and 
involves a wide range of agents.88 A holistic and interdisciplinary framework is therefore 
ideally suited to addressing human insecurities as it looks at specific people’s lives and 
vulnerabilities and, at the same time, takes their interconnections and the ways they 
intersect into account.89 Governments and non-state actors should therefore stop trying to 
impose the ideas that they perceive to be “right” about security.90 Instead, they must, first 
and foremost, listen to what local people have to say, understand their perspectives and 
demands, include them in implementation processes, and promote the human security 
agenda in ways that are responsive to their hopes and needs. Only then can human security 
be built effectively. 
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