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Abstract: The civil war in Syria coupled with the attacks by ISIS, has resulted in one of the largest
humanitarian crises since World War II. Although international efforts have resulted in regaining control of
important cities, these military approaches have escalated and inflamed the violence of which innocent
civilians bear the consequences. The continuing violence and resulting threats or insecurities negatively
affect the lives, freedom, dignity and development of the people to name but a few. For that reason, the aim
is to explore the applicability of a human security approach to the conflict in Syria that focuses on, among
other aspects, minimising violence, mitigating the effects of the conflict, protecting people, restoring peace
and eliminating the grounds that resulted in the development of these conditions in the first place.
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1. Background & Introduction

The Arab Spring of 2011, which originated in Tunisia and
soon spread to neighbouring North African countries and
to the Middle East, consisted of a range of protests against
oppressive governments to oust dictators [1]. In Syria these
protests were suppressed by the government with the im-
plementation of violent methods [2,3] such as: opening
fire on protesting crowds; the use of landmines and cluster
bombs; and, the arrest of innocent people who were later
detained, tortured and women were sexually abused [3,4].
This violence soon escalated into a full-blown civil war [2]
as armed opposition groups openly started to confront state
forces.[4] In turn, the state forces intensified the ferocity of
their methods by using chemical weapons and gathering
their prisoners in starvation camps [5]. These conditions
have resulted in, among other things, the destabilisation of
security in Syria [6] that established the perfect environment

for extremist groups such as ISIS, which originated in Iraq,
[7] to infiltrate Syrian territory [8].

ISIS is a Sunni Muslim group and an affiliate of the
Al-Qaeda terrorist organisation [8–12]. This group believes
that their interpretation of the holy book of Islam (Quran)
should prevail, and they will pursue the enforcement of
their version even if this means resorting to drastic mea-
sures that they consider to be warranted by their jihad or
“holy war”—measures such as car and suicide bombings,
kidnapping, rape and beheadings [13,14]. The conflict has
already resulted in the internal displacement of over 7.6
million Syrians and more than 3.2 million Iraqis [15]. As a
result over 4.2 million Syrians [16] and more than 180 000
Iraqis [17] are currently seeking asylum [18,19].

The activities of the Syrian government coupled with the
attacks by ISIS have contributed to what is being described
as one of the largest humanitarian crises since World War II,
[20] and the question the international community has since
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been confronted with is whether third states can or should
intervene in order to protect the people, as the Syrian gov-
ernment is clearly unable or unwilling to stop or prevent
these abuses from occurring within its territory [21]. As a
result of this crisis a US-led coalition was formed with the
primary purpose of conducting airstrikes in both Syria and
Iraq in order to eliminate ISIS [22–24]. The coalition, which
initially consisted of five members [23], is now composed
of more than 60 countries [23,24]. By April 2016 the coali-
tion had conducted 11,308 strikes, managing to destroy a
great deal of ISIS equipment [25]. They have also crippled
ISIS activities and driven members of this organisation from
certain areas which were under their control. In addition,
Iraq and Kurdistan have sent troops to Syria in order to
physically confront and defeat ISIS [13]. US personnel have
also been dispatched to these areas with the purpose of
training and equipping these forces [26].

Although these international efforts have resulted in re-
gaining control of important cities, these military approaches
have escalated and inflamed the violence, of which innocent
civilians bear the consequences. The continuing violence and
the resulting threats or insecurities negatively affect the lives,
freedom, dignity and development of the people, to name but
a few of the deleterious social and individual effects [27,28].
For that reason, the aim of this article is to explore the appli-
cability of a human security approach to the conflict in Syria
that focuses among other aspects on minimising violence [29],
mitigating the effects of the conflict [27,30], protecting people
[29], restoring peace and eliminating the grounds that resulted
in the development of these conditions in the first place [27].

To achieve this aim the concept of human security will
firstly be explained in brief terms in paragraph 2. This will be
done with specific reference to the characteristics of human
security in the context of Syria and Iraq, the implementation
phases of a human security programme in general, an specific
examples of situations where such a programme has been im-
plemented. Paragraph 3 will identify possible threats to human
security posed by ISIS and explore responses thereto, where
after some concluding remarks will be made in paragraph 4.

2. Human Security

The international community was introduced to the concept
of human security with the release of the Human Devel-
opment Report by the United Nations Development Pro-
gramme (UNDP) [31] “under the guidance of Dr. Mahbub ul
Haq” [32]. Human security as defined by the Commission
on Human Security (CHS) [27,28,33–38], aims to protect
the vital core of all human lives in ways that enhance human
freedoms [39] and human development [40]. It focuses on
protecting the fundamental freedoms that are the essence
of life, meaning that it protects people from critical and per-
vasive threats and situations [41]. It employs processes
that build on people’s strengths and aspirations by creating
political, social, environmental, economic, military and cul-
tural systems that together provide people with the building
blocks for survival, livelihood and dignity.

2.1. The Characteristics of Human Security in Context

Human security is people-centered, multi-sectoral, com-
prehensive, context-specific and prevention-orientated [27].
The CHS has emphasised the importance of focussing on
human security as it can be used to effectively respond to
multifaceted insecurities such as terrorism of which the im-
pact and effects are not confined to a single territory [27,28].

As revealed by the events of the Arab Spring, state actors
seem to think that it is acceptable to violate human rights in
order to uphold state security [6,42]. However, as indicated
by the Arab Human Development Report (AHDR), state
security and human security are intertwined, as “human
security is a condition for the achievement of state security”
[6,43]. Consequently, the concept of human security primar-
ily focuses on protecting the integral worth of people against
insecurities rather than protecting the state [30]. People
are placed at the centre of this response and it focuses on
the circumstances that threaten the well-being and survival
of the people [28,30,31,38,39]. As a result, the promotion
of human security does not lead to a military response or
defence, instead it promotes and develops aspects such as
human rights and economic conditions [18,31].

Focusing on the security of people entails that human
rights be of primary concern and therefore take precedence
over state sovereignty [29]. As human security aims to pro-
mote equity, solidarity, freedom and dignity, the people are
seen as “equal actors to the state in international relations”
[30]. Furthermore, human security is multi-sectoral in that
it recognises a range of threats or insecurities that can be
connected and that can affect the stability of neighbouring
states as well as whole regions [28,32]. These can include
threats to economic, environmental, food, health, personal,
community and political security [28] due to “the loss of ac-
cess to jobs, health care and social welfare” and “terrorism,
extremism, displacement and human rights violations” [30].

Although the economic, environmental, food and health
security of the Syrian and Iraqi population are also affected
by the conflicts in these areas, for purposes of this note
emphasis will be placed on the threats posed to personal,
community and political security due to violence, terrorism,
religious and ethnic tensions, human rights abuses and
political exclusion [28,30,37].

Due to the fact that these insecurities are “interconnected”
and create a “domino effect” [30], human security also recog-
nises that a comprehensive response recognising the impor-
tance of cooperation from both the community and the state
is essential to deal with these threats [27,28]. With reference
to the airstrikes in both Syria and Iraq in order to eliminate
the threats posed to the population [22–24], Tadjbakhsh and
Chenoy argue that: “Military solutions should not be used to
deal with insecurities, but rather comprehensive strategies that
abide by the promises of development and promotion of human
rights. It also promotes public policy and state building efforts
that reduce the triggering of such threats on the first place” [30].

In contrast, Kees Homan argues that human security does
not exclude the use of force as a short-term response [29,44].
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Instead, military operations and human security programmes
should be carried out simultaneously [29]. Military forces can
assist in realising human security by “shifting operations of
warfare to that of law enforcement, and minimising the amount
of force used in order to protect people against casualties”
[29]. Human security also takes into account that threats or
insecurities can differ from state to state, and therefore the
context must be taken into account when considering a rele-
vant response [28]. Due to the fact that human security is a
long-term response [44], it targets the root causes of these
insecurities and focuses on eliminating the conditions that
result in the development of these threats with the view to
preventing them from recurring in the future [28,45].

Human rights, freedoms and dignity are secured by fo-
cussing on empowering and protecting the people who are
affected by these insecurities [27,28]. An empowerment
framework entails a bottom-up approach which focuses on
developing strategies that can encourage the community to
correctly decide on their future. A protection framework, on
the other hand, is a top-down approach that acknowledges
the existence of natural threats which cannot be controlled.
As a result, people must be protected in a “systematic,
comprehensive and preventable way” [28]. As explained
by the UN Human Security Unit, by using top-down pro-
cesses such as good governance combined with bottom-up
methods through which people are informed about their
rights and responsibilities, a human security framework can
warrant capacity building and coherence [45].

2.2. The Implementation of a Human Security Programme

A human security programme is implemented through dif-
ferent phases during which different responding strategies
are identified [46]. These strategies must take into account
certain goals and tasks which need to be accomplished in
order to “ensure the integrity of the programme” [47].

Phase I entails analysing, mapping and planning. Dur-
ing this stage, the particular threats or insecurities faced by
the community are identified through the process of data
collection. At this stage, the root causes of these threats
and the needs and vulnerabilities of the community are also
established. The data collected is then captured on the
human security needs, vulnerabilities and capacity matrix
table. This table portrays the threats, together with the local,
district and national needs and vulnerabilities and it also
reflects the capacities and resources of the community. The
process of mapping is important as it reveals priorities on
which strategies should be developed. Consequently, these
strategies focus on enhancing protection and empowerment
as well as on “mitigating and preventing the re-occurrence
of these insecurities”.

Phase II is the implementation stage. Participatory pro-
cesses are developed which focuses on building the capac-
ity of communities and state institutions. As identified by
the Human Security Unit, these processes entail present-
ing the programme to the community, allowing feedback,
appointing a committee to implement the programme, the

use of local resources to prevent competition and economic
detriment, and ensuring the establishment of monitoring
and reporting mechanisms.

Phase III is the impact assessment stage and the impor-
tance of this stage is to establish if the programme focuses
on human insecurities while at the same time avoiding neg-
ative externalities. Based on this and by referring to lessons
learnt from previous programmes, the human security pro-
gramme can constantly be improved.

2.3. DRC and Kosovo as Examples of Stability Achieved
by Using a Human Security Programme [48]

With regards to the continuing violence in the DRC [49], a
human security project or programme has been identified
as the best way to “bridge the gap between emergency
assistance and medium- to long-term developments” if “it
focuses on protecting people from critical and pervasive
threats and empowers them to build on their own strengths
and aspirations” [28]. As explained earlier, human security
is implemented by empowering and protecting the people;
in this specific context, the human security programme has
been designed to empower the people by providing job op-
portunities, strengthening the ability of the government to
provide services such as health care and education and
encouraging local production. The protection of people
has been further ensured by establishing mechanisms and
committees that could identify threats and strengthen the
capacities and abilities of the police services.

With regards to the situation in Kosovo [50,51], the UN
Human Security Unit has recognised that the current ten-
sions could not be alleviated through piecemeal responses
but instead required a comprehensive and integrated ap-
proach based on human security. However, due to the poor
infrastructures and division between the different ethnic com-
munities that exist in Kosovo as a result of historical conflict,
the achievement of human security has been described as
challenging. Nevertheless, the human security programme
designed for this area focuses on strengthening the capaci-
ties of the authorities to provide health care, education and
other important social services. Furthermore, it focuses on
enhancing the quality of these services by working with the
healthcare facilities and schools. Also, as a means of ad-
dressing poverty, career opportunities are being created and
people are encouraged to work even if the job is short-term.
Because of the fact that ethnicity is the root of most prob-
lems in Kosovo [52], provision has also been made for the
implementation of local programmes which deal with resolv-
ing disputes and educating different groups in order to work
towards eliminate these divisions [53].

3. ISIS, Its Threat to Human Security and Possible
Responses Thereto

As already said, ISIS is a Sunni Muslim group and an affiliate
of Al-Qaeda that uses brutal tactics such as rape, beheadings,
kidnappings, car and suicide bombings, crucifixions and mass
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executions [13] against Christians, Yezidis, Kurds, Shia Muslims
and anyone opposed to its methods, values and ideas [14].

The struggle between Sunni and Shia Muslims origi-
nated in the difference in their belief system, as the former
believes that the deceased Mohammed could be replaced
by an elected individual, and the latter, on the other hand,
believes that a family member of Mohammed should suc-
ceed him [54]. The selection of a non-family member as the
leader of the first caliphate caused a final division between
these two branches of Islam [54].

ISIS perceives members of any religion other than Sunni
Islam as “infidels” and justifies its conduct by interpreting the
Quran radically [55]. They believe that their interpretation
should prevail and they will pursue the enforcement of their
version even if it means that they should resort to drastic
measures. This extreme action of implementing dogmatic,
extreme values, measures and beliefs is warranted by the
jihad or the “holy war” [56]. In terms of the ISIS programme,
“jihad” is “an aspect of a radical, religious ideology that sup-
ports terrorism and other acts of criminal violence” [55].

As stated earlier, the continuous conflict within these
areas has already resulted in the internal displacement of
over 7.6 million Syrians and more than 3.2 million Iraqis
[15]. As a result over 4.2 million Syrians [16] and more than
180,000 Iraqis [17] are currently seeking asylum abroad
[18,19]. Human security focuses on the individuals within
a state and therefore it can play an important role in pro-
moting and protecting the human rights of “vulnerability and
insecurity” refugees [18,57]. Complications related to this
approach can arise, however, as there could be conflict
between the interests of refugees on the one hand and the
interests of the state and safety of the citizens on the other
hand [18]. This specific situation is reflected by the terror-
ist activities which are occurring in Europe today as ISIS
members infiltrate Europe by posing as refugees [58,59]. In
such cases sovereignty and the protection of the interests
of the citizens of the state will take precedence [18].

Human security focuses on present and evolving
threats to the security, development and well-being of in-
dividuals and communities. It is also a long-term solution
to the negative effects created by war. Consequently, by
identifying the concrete needs of the Syrian and Iraqi pop-
ulation, a human security framework could effectively be
implemented to “directly and positively affect the daily lives
of these people” [27].

Unlike the use of force, this would have an “instant re-
sult that is mainly concerned with the root causes of these
threats” [27]. If these insecurities are not eliminated and
prevented in their entirety, this failure could have an effect
on the long-term stability and infrastructure of Syria as well
the international community, as explained by Scott Lassan
[60]. Health problems would also continue to persist in this
geographical area, as the government is not capable of pro-
viding adequate service delivery. Furthermore, education
has been affected to such an extent by the continuous con-
flict that the present-day skills and decisions of the general
population have already been negatively affected.

By implementing a human security programme in terms
of which the Syrian and Iraqi communities are involved and
encouraged to take control of their own lives and decisions,
it can be ensured that the feelings of exclusion, oppression
and rebelliousness that created these threats are elimi-
nated. Such a programme would identify the needs and
vulnerabilities of the people as well as the gaps between lo-
cal, regional and international responses [27]. It could also
“develop early warning mechanisms which are important
to mitigate and prevent such threats” [27,61]. This being
said, the people of both Syria and Iraq can be empowered
and protected by enhancing the personal, community and
political security in these areas.

By implementing mechanisms and strategies that can
ensure the protection of human rights, personal security
can be protected. Likewise, the instituting of processes and
mechanisms that can ensure the elimination and prevention
of discrimination and oppression can promote community
security. Furthermore, the encouragement of good gover-
nance and punishment of wrongful acts by the state can
prevent the abuse of state power and as a result enhance
political security [28].

The effect of possible interventions on personal, commu-
nity and political insecurities have been identified by the UN
Human Security Unit [28]. With regards to personal security,
police and other security officials can be properly trained to
deal with such threats. The CHS has identified one possible
advantage of such an intervention as being freedom from
fear. However, a possible disadvantage is that the shifting of
state power could result in instability. A strategy to protect
and enhance community security could include demilitarisa-
tion, and although security could be established, this could
also lead to other community disputes. By assisting and
supporting the people in the development of a democratic
society, equivalence, participation and non-exclusion could
be ensured. The enforcement of a specific political system
could result, however, in more tension and rebelliousness
by the people, who may not find this kind of governance
acceptable. This was exemplified after the US intervention
in Iraqi politics during 2003 [62]. The US compelled the Iraqi
state to adopt a democratic system by replacing the Sunni
President Saddam Hussein with a predominantly Shia ad-
ministration [63–66]. This resulted in the oppression and
exclusion from the government of Sunni Iraqi people, which
ultimately caused tension and aggravated the rebellious be-
haviour by the Iraqi people [64–67]. Negative experiences
such as the US intervention in Iraq have created strong
opposition towards external intervention in the Middle East.
In order to avoid bringing about such situations, a human
security programme recognizes the importance of partic-
ipation and input from the local population [28]. In fact,
such participation is recognized as being “vital to the suc-
cessful implementation and sustainability of human security”
[28]. It is recognized by the International Commission on
Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS) that the interna-
tional community has a role to play in safeguarding human
security where local attempts fail:
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”The concept of human security—including concern for
human rights, but broader than that in its scope—has also
become an increasingly important element in international
law and international relations, increasingly providing a con-
ceptual framework for international action. Although the
issue is far from uncontroversial, the concept of security is
now increasingly recognized to extend to people as well as
to states. It is certainly becoming increasingly clear that the
human impact of international actions cannot be regarded
as collateral to other actions, but must be a central preoccu-
pation for all concerned. Whether universally popular or not,
there is growing recognition worldwide that the protection
of human security, including human rights and human dig-
nity, must be one of the fundamental objectives of modern
international institutions” [38,68].

In order to prevent controversy, however, it may be sug-
gested that regional states should first be called upon to
act as agents of human security. International states which
do not understand the political and social circumstances
of a particular state could then intervene only if local and
regional assistance to implement human security has failed.

4. Conclusion

In Syria, state violence coupled with attacks by non-state
extremist groups such as ISIS has resulted in human rights
violations that “shock the conscience of the human mind”. In
response, the international community has been launching
airstrikes with the objective of eliminating these threats [22–
24]. Similarly, neighbouring states have been dispatching
state armed forces to assist with this mission on the ground
[13]. However, the use of force is a short-term response
that continues to affect the interests of innocent people [44].

Millions of people are forced to abandon their homes to
escape the conflict and its effects [69]. For that reason, a
long term response that could be used in response to this
conflict would be the implementation of a human security
programme [44]. The use of such a programme does not
mean that the use of force should be abandoned in totality
[29], but instead, as indicated by Kees Homan, that force be
used alongside human security as a means of enforcement
where it is permissible under international law [29]. This
being said, state armed forces can assist in strengthening
law and order, for example [29].

A human security programme addresses a variety of
insecurities [28] which threaten the “survival, livelihood and
dignity of people and communities” [27], and it focuses on
eliminating these threats in order that the general popu-
lation may attain freedom of fear and want [39]. Human
security, as a people-centred approach, recognises that
the security of people should be a priority [6,43], and as a
result it endeavours to protect refugees by obliging states
to protect these asylum seekers [18].

An objective of human security is to empower the people
by building the capacity of the government and local institu-
tions to provide services. It also encourages people to make
important decisions and to take control of their own lives
[27,28]. Furthermore, the capacity of police and other secu-
rity forces to deal with such threats is strengthened in order
to enable them to protect the people and their communities.

Specifically, with regards to Syria, intervention methods
could include disarming and demobilising armed groups.
In addition, the people could be assisted to move from
accepting authoritarianism in government to insisting on
democracy [28]. This transition will address the root causes
of the crisis, as it was their exclusion and oppression that
resulted in the development of this civil war in the first place.
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