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ABSTRACT

This paper considers the UN’s 1994 concept of ‘human security’ as indispens-
able in progressively framing climate security discourse. It argues for a human 
security agenda that encapsulates a broad and integrated security strategy in 
which climate change is addressed in a holistic manner along with related 
human-environmental precarities. The paper reflects on how we might produc-
tively conceptualise and enact a human security vision of climate action, how 
such a vision requires us to think differently and cooperatively about security, 
and ultimately how this compels us to prioritise a security discourse of shared 
precarity and collective responsibility.

INTRODUCTION

In the late 1970s, Michel Foucault predicted that we would increasingly live in a 
‘society of security’.1 For Foucault, that society would be typified by prevailing 
discourses of securitisation that would underpin a governmentalised world in 
which the language of emergency, risk and threat featured centrally. Climate 
change is arguably the most important global security threat facing us today, and 
in the challenge of enacting smart climate action, language still remains vital. 
Security is first and foremost a discourse whose function is to shape what the 
security problem is, and by extension the response. Defining the kind of security 
needed is key to discursively driving governmental policy. Recognising this 

1Michel Foucault, Security, territory, population: lectures at the Collège de France, 1977–1978 
(Trans. Graham Burchell, Basingstoke, 2007), 11.
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2 Irish Studies in International Affairs

behoves us to formulate and communicate compelling narratives about the kind 
of security we all want—for whom and from what—to effectively mobilise the 
language of emergency for a more sustainable future. This paper considers the 
UN’s 1994 concept of ‘human security’ as indispensable in progressively framing 
climate security discourse. It argues for a human security agenda that encapsu-
lates a broad and integrated security strategy in which climate change is addressed 
in a holistic manner along with related human-environmental precarities. The 
paper reflects on how we might productively conceptualise and enact a human 
security vision of climate action, how such a vision requires us to think differ-
ently and cooperatively about security, and ultimately how this compels us to 
prioritise a story of shared precarity and collective responsibility.

THE HUMAN SECURITY CONCEPT

In 1990 the first Human Development Report of the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) argued that ‘people’ should be ‘at the centre of all develop-
ment’.2 Four years later, the UNDP solidified this people-centred vision of 
development by declaring ‘human security’ its primary interventionary goal in a 
new, post-Cold War world in which security was defined by ‘development, not 
arms’ and where the security focus was on ‘human life and dignity’.3 In setting 
out a human security agenda for future interventions, the UNDP’s 1994 Human 
Development Report was historic. It sought to redefine security by envisioning 
an interconnected, global sense of human security, ‘relevant to people every-
where, in rich nations and in poor’.4 The report outlined seven components of 
human security (community, economic, environmental, food, health, personal, 
and political) and positioned them as both overlapping and requiring tackling at 
the pan-state scale. In the UN’s extended pronouncement on human security in 
2003, Human Security Now, Amartya Sen and his co-writers at the UN’s 
Commission on Human Security set out the necessary strategies of ‘states, inter-
national agencies, NGOs and the private sector’, to ‘enable people to develop 
their resilience to difficult conditions’.5 Echoing much of the discourse on cli-
mate resilience in recent years, the commission underlined human security as 
supporting integrated human-environmental systems that ‘together give people 
the building blocks of survival, livelihood and dignity’.6 A key aspect of the 
commission’s framing of human security, and one which can be productively 
drawn upon in terms of climate security, is the delineation of compound 
social  and environmental risks that cut across communities and thus require 

2UNDP, Human development report 1990: concept and measurement of  human development 
(New York, 1990), iii.

3UNDP, Human development report 1994: new dimensions of human security (New York, 1994), 1, 22.
4UNDP, Human development report 1994, 3, 4.
5Commission on Human Security, Human security now (New York, 2003), 10.
6Commission on Human Security, Human security now, 4.
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 Morrissey–Human Security and Climate Action Discourse 3

overlapping security issues to be addressed collectively. This forms the basis 
from which an integrated human security strategy can then be resourced and 
enacted at local, national and transnational scales.7

The concept of human security is not without its shortcomings and has been 
critiqued in important ways. Observers have highlighted how the concept has 
too easily facilitated policy incoherencies; how it has been differentially taken up 
globally; and how it has many of the hallmarks of neoliberalism.8 The concept 
has, notwithstanding, contributed significantly to the widening understanding 
of interventionism;9 it has been productively used to attend to a range of con-
temporary concerns of human-environmental precarity;10 and it has consider-
able potential to further broaden thinking and policy on security at multiple 
scales.11 But how has the human security conception been taken up by govern-
ments, pan-state organisations and local communities across the globe since 
1994? As Lorraine Elliott notes, it has been disparately adopted, with the most 
illustrative success stories taking place in the Global South, where one can find 
a number of initiatives mirroring a vision for locally-attuned, yet globally con-
ceived, human security.12 However, the UN’s people-centred model of interven-
tionism has had less of an impact in the Global North where old statist 
understandings of security have persisted and where, with the launch of the ‘war 
on terror’, traditional hard security issues were further reinforced.13 Since 2001, 
for example, the US model of interventionism in the Middle East led by the US 
military command, CENTCOM, has been underpinned by a traditional and 
dominant military-economic securitisation discourse.14

7This integrated human security strategy vision is further set out in: UN Trust Fund for Human Security, 
Human security in theory and practice (New York, 2009).

8See, for example: Amitav Acharya, ‘Human security: east versus west’, International Journal 56 (3) (2001), 
442–60; P.H. Liotta, ‘Boomerang effect: the convergence of national and human security’, Security Dialogue 
33 (4) (2002), 473–88; Mark Duffield, Development, security and unending war: governing the world of peoples 
(Cambridge, 2007).

9Dennis Altman, Joseph Camilleri, Robyn Eckersley and Gerhard Hoffstaedter (eds), Why human security 
matters: rethinking Australian foreign policy (Sydney, 2012); Michael Mason and Mark Zeitoun, ‘Questioning 
environmental security’, The Geographical Journal 179 (4) (2013), 294–97.

10Jennifer Hyndman, ‘Conflict, citizenship, and human security: geographies of protection’, in Deborah 
Cowen and Emily Gilbert (eds), War, citizenship, territory (New York, 2008), 241–60; Des Gasper and Giulia 
Sinatti, ‘Investigating migration within a human security framework’, Revista Migracion y Desarrollo 14 (27) 
(2016), 19–63.

11Commission on Human Security, Human security now; Moufida Goucha and John Crowley (eds), 
Rethinking human security (Chichester, 2008); Mary Martin and Taylor Owen (eds), Routledge handbook of 
human security (New York, 2014).

12Lorraine Elliott (ed.), Climate change, migration and human security in Southeast Asia (Singapore, 2012).
13There is a danger of  overstating somewhat the dichotomy between ‘statist’ and ‘human’ security 

agendas. As David Chandler observes, the notion of  two entirely separate ‘paradigms’ is ‘exaggerated’ – he 
argues that ‘human security approaches’ have, in fact, been ‘willingly’ ‘integrated into the mainstream’; 
David Chandler, ‘The dog that didn’t bark’, Security Dialogue 39 (4) (2008), 427–38: 427, 428. Chandler’s 
point is further evidenced in more recent times by how militaries all over the world have drawn upon 
humanitarian security discourse in terms of  stability operations and reconstruction efforts. See, for example: 
Jennifer Morrison Taw, Mission revolution: the U.S. military and stability operations (New York, 2012); John 
Morrissey, ‘Securitizing instability: the US military and full spectrum operations’, Environment and Planning 
D: Society and Space 33 (4) (2015), 609–25.

14John Morrissey, The long war: CENTCOM, grand strategy, and global security (Athens, 2017).
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4 Irish Studies in International Affairs

An additional challenge in advancing a human security agenda, and one not 
just in the global north, is overcoming compartmentalised engagements with 
what are in fact overlapping human-environmental factors.15 In prioritising some 
components of human security over others, the danger is that related issues 
become marginalised. Addressing climate change, for instance, via a concern for 
‘environmental security’ will ultimately be ineffective if  it sidelines other inter-
linked human security elements, such as ‘community security’, ‘food security’ or 
‘health security’. As Des Gasper and Oscar Gómez persuade:

[m]any important threats arise out of the interconnections between different 
aspects and forces in particular situations, so that much of the value-added 
from human security analysis comes…from functioning as a boundary con-
cept to transcend those divisions, flexibly.16

In this sense, the ‘elasticity’ of the concept of human security is useful in respond-
ing to security needs in ‘context-sensitive’ ways.17 As Gasper and Gómez con-
clude, ‘engaging with real human-environmental (‘socio-ecological’) systems 
requires using less fixed pre-set divisions’,18 because overly rigid, templated pro-
grammes dealing with security problems have repeatedly failed. Policy attention 
on distinct elements of human security reflects to some extent ‘established 
bureaucratic and disciplinary convenience’, but the evidence is clear in pointing 
to how a more holistically-orientated and overlapping human security strategy 
can advance a more effective response to human-environmental insecurities.19 
And there seems no doubt that responding to climate insecurities in both holistic 
and context-sensitive ways is vital.

Attending to the local

Lorraine Elliott has been a leading figure in critical security studies in arguing 
for a human security approach to a range of global challenges, from migration 
to climate change.20 She has repeatedly called for the governmentalities of inter-
ventionary strategies to be informed by local vulnerabilities:

To enhance human security, social resilience strategies and institutions need 
to be inclusive and transparent. They need to be engaged with, aware of and 
responsive to the vulnerabilities and security needs of local communities.21

15Roland Paris, ‘Human security: paradigm shift or hot air?’, International Security 26 (2) (2001), 87–102; 
Ryerson Christie, ‘Critical voices and human security: to endure, to engage or to critique?’, Security Dialogue 
41 (2) (2010), 169–90.

16Des Gasper and Oscar A. Gómez, ‘Human security thinking in practice: “personal security”, “citizen 
security” and comprehensive mappings’, Contemporary Politics 21 (1) (2015), 100–16: 100.

17On this conceptual strength, see: Peter Uvin, ‘A field of overlaps and interactions’, Security Dialogue 
35 (3) (2004), 352–53.

18Gasper and Gómez, ‘Human security thinking in practice’, 112–13.
19Gasper and Gómez, ‘Human security thinking in practice’, 100.
20Elliott, Climate change, migration and human security.
21Lorraine Elliott, ‘Human security/environmental security’, Contemporary Politics 21 (1) (2015), 11–24: 21.
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 Morrissey–Human Security and Climate Action Discourse 5

As Elliott’s work lays bare, the enactment of locally-scaled and cooperative 
human security initiatives involves significant obstacles. They include especially 
the enduring ontological ascendancy of traditional statist conceptualisations of 
security.22 This has been seen across Europe in recent years in state-centred pol-
icies to secure borders against refugees displaced by the wars in Syria, Iraq and 
elsewhere. In the ‘Mediterranean crisis’, EU governments, and especially those 
at its borders with North Africa and the Middle East, activated hard statist secu-
rity responses via a range of biopolitical population management techniques—
from walls to camps, from military policing to racial profiling. The European 
Border and Coast Guard Agency, initiated in 2015, is an illustrative exemplar of 
the kind of traditional security envisioned. The new agency extended the tech-
nocratic security function of the previously created Frontex in policing migrant 
flows in the Mediterranean.23 Its securitarian rather than humanitarian modus 
operandi mirrors a crisis discursively produced and understood more as a secu-
rity crisis for the EU than a humanitarian crisis requiring EU support.

Security is usually activated in a statist, top-down manner. It commonly 
involves an abstracted and technocratic understanding. Such a security framing 
is mirrored in the vast majority of state and pan-state research funding calls, for 
instance; European Commission grants, for example, are typically instrumental, 
underscored with simplified security solution objectives, promising efficiencies 
and habitually comprising a presentist temporality. The absence of calls for con-
textualisation—historical, geographical and so on—not only renders the resul-
tant technocratic understanding of security impoverished in terms of any 
self-reflexivity on securitisation as a discourse but, crucially, it serves too to mar-
ginalise multiple voices that could be drawn upon to orientate a more nuanced, 
locally-scaled and cooperative sense of security.

It is the frequent invisibility of human and environmental precarity that 
makes insisting upon locally-attuned interconnected dimensions of security so 
difficult.24 There is a key discursive challenge to render visible precarity, and to 
compellingly articulate a story of vulnerability in producing a global security 
discourse that is participatory and people-centred.25 Such an endgame involves 
an old postcolonial concern—enabling the subaltern to speak—and the task is 
not confined to facilitating voices from the Global South to inform policy, but 
also to inform the Anglocentric academy. As Dorothy Estrada-Tanck observes, 
in ‘none of the English language literature on human security’ is the 1995 

22Pinar Bilgin, ‘Beyond statism in security studies? Human agency and security in the Middle East’, The 
Review of International Affairs 2 (1) (2002), 100–18.

23Leila Giannetto, ‘The European Border and Coast Guard Agency and its consultative forum on 
fundamental rights’, The migration-security nexus from a transnational perspective, British International 
Studies Association Symposium, St Antony’s College, Oxford, 21 February 2019; John Morrissey, ‘Envisioning 
human security’, Fennia 196 (2) (2018), 225–29.

24Rob Nixon, Slow violence and the environmentalism of the poor (Cambridge, MA, 2013).
25Claudia Aradau, ‘Security and the democratic scene: desecuritization and emancipation’, Journal of 

International Relations and Development 7 (4) (2004), 388–413.
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6 Irish Studies in International Affairs

Framework Convention on Democratic Security in Central America referenced, 
despite it being ‘one of the only international treaties specifically including State 
positive obligations attached to “human security”’.26

LEARNING FROM THE GLOBAL SOUTH

An essential part of  realising a cooperative vision of  climate security is for 
‘those who are least able to “speak” their insecurities’ to be ‘not further margin-
alised or overlooked’.27 As Lorraine Elliott reasons, this is especially critical in 
the context of  the global south and involves a politics ‘invested with an explic-
itly normative focus on those who are most marginalised from institutional 
decision-making—the poor, women, children, the elderly, migrants, indigenous 
peoples and others who are socially marginalised’.28 Building such a politics of 
solidarity necessitates incorporating community voices in locally-scaled secu-
rity strategies, which are also in the interests of  the state.29 Attending to the 
local is the starting point in achieving an integrated and globally conceived 
security, which, as Shaun Breslin and George Christou argue, requires a ‘diver-
sion of  resources and instruments of  global governance’.30 Security is ultimately 
about what we invest in. It is about prioritising and resourcing governmental 
mechanisms of  response to particular kinds of  insecurity. In this discursive 
loop, collaboratively and coherently articulating the most inclusive senses of 
precarity are vital. It then becomes a question of  resourcing designated sup-
portive mechanisms. To this end, it is important to learn from the global south, 
where human security initiatives have been more activated over the last 25 years, 
however imperfectly and incompletely. Mathew Davies and Lorraine Elliott 
have documented, for instance, the transnational cooperation efforts of  the 
Association of  Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in addressing overlapping 
dimensions of  climate change, migration and human rights in Southeast Asia 
through a human security lens.31

The language and politics of  climate emergency typically references a pre-
vailing register of  environmental uncertainty at the global scale.32 In its 

26Dorothy Estrada-Tanck, Human security and human rights under international law: the protections offered 
to persons confronting structural vulnerability (Oxford, 2016), 14.

27Elliott, ‘Human security/environmental security’, 20.
28Elliott, Climate change, migration and human security, 11–12.
29For many commentators, the successful operation of human security efforts remains ‘first and foremost 

the responsibility of the state’, as Siew Mun Tang argues: ‘[a]lthough human security advocates a paradigmatic 
shift to conceptualize security from a state-centric model to a people-based approach, the state retains its 
centrality in…provision’; S.M. Tang, ‘Rethinking economic security in a globalized world’, Contemporary 
Politics 21 (1) (2015), 40–52: 46; see also Meley Caballero-Anthony, ‘Community security: human security at 
21’, Contemporary Politics 21 (1) (2015), 53–69: 46.

30Shaun Breslin and George Christou, ‘Has the human security agenda come of age? Definitions, discourses 
and debates’, Contemporary Politics 21 (1) (2015), 1–10: 3.

31Elliott, Climate change, migration and human security; Mathew Davies, Ritual and region: the invention of 
ASEAN (Cambridge, 2018).

32Mason and Zeitoun, ‘Questioning environmental security’; Elliott, ‘Human security/environmental 
security’.
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 Morrissey–Human Security and Climate Action Discourse 7

adoption of  17 new Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in September 
2015, the UN signalled the need for a greater focus on local vulnerabilities and 
interconnected responses to overlapping human-environmental concerns. A 
significant departure from the UN’s previous Millennium Development Goals 
is how realisation of  the SDGs is to be evaluated: collectively. Stressing the 
importance of  thinking holistically about solutions to overlapping human-en-
vironmental problems, the SDGs echo much of  the UN’s framing of  human 
security from a generation ago. In both the UN’s 1994 invocation of  human 
security and current SDGs, a key vision is for future interventions not to pro-
long dependency or be otherwise unsustainable. This connects to an enduring 
postcolonial challenge: facilitating and activating voices, knowledges and 
practices from the global south.

In the context of  climate resilience strategies, there is much to learn from 
the effectiveness of  environmental knowledge transfer and climate security 
cooperation in the global south. Successful climate action initiatives, possessing 
many of  the core tenets of  human security, can be found in the Caribbean, for 
instance, with Cuba as the focal lead.33 Cuba’s Risk Reduction Management 
Centres (RRMCs) have been instrumental in mitigating the most extreme 
weather events in the country, and the extension of  the programme across the 
Caribbean in recent years underlines the value of  an integrated, locally-attuned 
and people-centred approach to climate resilience. The RRMC climate security 
framework in the Caribbean is an example of  South-South cooperation that 
highlights the possibilities of  conceptualising security outside the confines of 
the state. It also showcases strategies that locate climate security emphases on 
local vulnerabilities whilst at the same time conceiving cross-regional climate 
change mitigation in a transnational integrated manner.34 The framework, 
moreover, can be a fillip for more collaborative responses to climate insecurities 
in the global north.35 To achieve that, it is imperative to be open to learning 
from the global south by recognising and reproducing proven successes in coop-
erative climate action.36

SECURITY, RESPONSIBILITY, ACCOUNTABILITY

In strategising for cooperative action on any aspect of human security, questions 
of responsibility and accountability are centrally important. They have not, 

33The pan-state climate change mitigation efforts of ASEAN in Southeast Asia are also instructive; Elliott, 
Climate change, migration and human security.

34Yairen Jerez Columbié and John Morrissey, ‘Subaltern learnings: climate resilience and human security 
in the Caribbean’, Territory, politics, governance (2020), available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/21622671.2020.18
37662 (8 November 2020).

35Kenji Isayama and Naoya Ono, ‘Steps towards sustainable and resilient disaster management in Japan: 
lessons from Cuba’, International Journal of Health System and Disaster Management 2 (3) (2015), 54–60.

36John Morrissey, ‘Towards a human security vision of global climate action’, Geoforum 107 (2019), 220–22.
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8 Irish Studies in International Affairs

however, prompted sufficient focus from transnational institutions, it seems. 
Franklyn Lisk, Annamarie Bindenagel Šehović and Sharifah Sekalala, for 
instance, remark how ‘little attention is being paid to accountability for health 
and human security’, citing the limitations of  the World Health Organization in 
overseeing and implementing ‘rules on member state adoption of  pandemic 
preparedness guidelines’;37 and this lack of  coordinated pan-state administra-
tion and accountability has most recently been exposed in the divergent prepa-
ration plans in evidence throughout the world in the ongoing Covid-19 
coronavirus emergency. A similar level of  incongruence in the global gover-
nance of  climate security can be seen in everything from greenhouse gas emis-
sion targets to bans on microplastics. And so an urgent question then is how 
best to administer a human security agenda in practice at the transitional scale? 
And, crucially, how can the necessary binding circuits of  responsibility and 
accountability be activated?

For the UN, marshalling already active elements of the law is key. It refer-
ences the 1948 Universal Declaration on Human Rights and 1993 Vienna 
Declaration of Human Rights, for instance, to envisage ‘human security’ and 
‘human rights’ as ‘mutually reinforcing’:

Human security helps identify the rights at stake in a particular situation. 
And human rights help answer the question: How should human security be 
promoted? The notion of duties and obligations complements the recognition 
of the ethical and political importance of human security.38

Since the 1994 announcement, human security has come to occupy a signifi-
cant presence in a range of  legally-binding policy adoptions at the UN.39 In 
aiming to further operationalise specific legal obligations in the delivery of 
human security goals, Dorothy Estrada-Tanck proposes a ‘human security- 
human rights synergy’ framework for implementation that shows how human 
security can be legally ascribed a ‘precise normative grounding’.40 As she care-
fully documents, human security can be built upon ‘existing legal international 
obligations’ to incorporate core aspects of  its agenda in ‘legal instruments’ of 
policy.41

For some, there is a danger of human security diluting human rights;42 and 
facets of a humanitarian human security-human rights discourse have been 
selectively incorporated into a development-security nexus in recent years in 

37Franklyn Lisk et al., ‘Health and human security: a wrinkle in time or new paradigm?’, Contemporary 
Politics 21 (1) (2015), 25–39: 33.

38Commission on Human Security, Human security now, 10.
39Estrada-Tanck, Human security and human rights.
40Estrada-Tanck, Human security and human rights, 9.
41Estrada-Tanck, Human security and human rights, 3.
42Rhoda E. Howard-Hassmann, ‘Human security: undermining human rights?’, Human Rights Quarterly 

34 (1) (2012), 88–112.
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 Morrissey–Human Security and Climate Action Discourse 9

which they are often merely deployed in rhetorical support of ‘economic stabil-
ity and prosperity’.43 Notwithstanding, Estrada-Tanck sees both human rights 
and human security as complimentary and stresses the use of legal instruments 
as a ‘very real and tangible path’ forward:

the interaction between human security and human rights holds promise for 
more expansive and integrated legal interpretations that result in increased 
protection for persons and groups in their everyday lives, especially those in 
conditions of vulnerability.44

For Estrada-Tanck, human security’s two most functional utilities are: facilitat-
ing a ‘vision’ for ‘broadening security concerns related to specific human rights’; 
and operating as a ‘policy’ in tackling ‘structural vulnerability in an interrelated 
and contextualised manner’.45 Envisaged thus, human security has the potential 
to be a powerful ‘heuristic tool’ for states and transnational institutions in cap-
turing and contextualising how it should utilise ‘normative instruments, stan-
dards and indicators’ in governing.46

So what are the ‘normative instruments’ that can be deployed in climate 
security and related issues of health and human-environmental sustainability? 
Again, the law can be mobilised as a key ‘mechanism of security’.47 For Foucault, 
the security sought by the state is attained by ‘making the old armatures of the 
law and discipline function’.48 As he expounds, the law can always be operation-
alised to ensure the ‘obligations of modern mechanisms of security’.49 What is 
vitally needed prior to the enactment of the governing framework of the law, 
however, is a setting out of the kind of  security desired. In effectively addressing 
the threats of climate change today, that sense of security needs to be globally 
orientated, locally nuanced and overlapping in scale. There is hope and evidence 
for such visions progressively emanating from states and transnational entities, 
from the Caribbean to Southeast Asia, and this urgently needs to happen in the 
global north.

In January 2019 the EU, through its European Chemicals Agency (ECHA), 
published a draft legal proposal for restricting the use of microplastics based on 
its assessment of multiple health and environmental risks posed by intentionally 

43Lisk et al., ‘Health and human security’, 27; see also: Jorge Nef, Human security and mutual vulnerability: 
the global political economy of development and underdevelopment (2nd edn, Ottawa, 1999); Mark Duffield, 
Global governance and the new wars: the merger of development and security (London, 2001); Mark Neocleous, 
Critique of security (Edinburgh, 2008). The acquisition of humanitarian discourse has been especially seen in 
military circles over the last 15 years via post-interventionary logics of reconstruction and stability operations. 
As I have documented for the US military, however, military-led ‘stability operations’ are still primarily about 
economic security and not human security: Morrissey, ‘Securitizing instability’.

44Estrada-Tanck, Human security and human rights, 251.
45Estrada-Tanck, Human security and human rights, 251.
46Estrada-Tanck, Human security and human rights, 254.
47See Foucault, Security, territory, population, 4–11.
48Foucault, Security, territory, population, 10.
49Foucault, Security, territory, population, 10.
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10 Irish Studies in International Affairs

added plastics. It proposed limits on their usage that ‘could see emissions of 
microplastics reduced by about 400 thousand tonnes over 20 years’.50 The phas-
ing out would be hugely significant: Europe releases six times the amount of 
microplastics entering the Pacific Ocean each year (the equivalent to ten billion 
plastic bottles), and attending to this issue at the EU scale addresses overlapping 
human-environmental concerns—the very essence of human security. In activat-
ing such a vision, two key challenges remain, however. The first is the inevitable 
political-economic opposition from vested interests that have already materi-
alised. The draft law targets microplastics that, although they are ‘not neces-
sary’, have ‘been added to products by manufacturers for convenience or profit’, 
as Arthur Nelsen, environment correspondent for The Guardian in the UK, 
notes.51 The second challenge is the effective administration of the governing 
law. It is about making the ‘old armature function’. The EU’s plans to ‘remove 
36,000 tonnes a year of “intentionally added” microplastic fibres and fragments, 
starting in 2020’ requires the solidification of a robust legally governing architec-
ture with necessary punitive measures in place that will politically and econom-
ically persuade corporations and states that compliance is in their interests.

CONCLUSION: MOBILISING CLIMATE ACTION 
FOR AN ALEATORY FUTURE

Over a generation ago, Michel Foucault outlined the importance for modern 
governments of mobilising interventionary power based on the fear of securing 
an uncertain future, what he called the ‘aleatory’.52 For Foucault, the ‘treatment 
of the uncertain, the aleatory’ required a commitment to govern by contingency, 
to intervene in an anticipatory way, in a risk-laden world. The human- 
environmental precarities of our contemporary risk-filled world equate to what 
Foucault termed a ‘milieu’, a ‘space in which a series of uncertain elements 
unfold’,53 and wherein effectual government requires planning around expected 
volatility and insecurity. The milieu is a field of intervention in which the govern-
mental goal is to secure the aleatory. In this endeavour, the ‘sciences of the alea-
tory or the contingent’ are pivotal to governmental policy, which is routinely 
devised through ‘statistics and probability’.54 Acknowledging the use of proba-
bilities in the construction of functional knowledge is the first step in contesting 
what needs to be measured, what kinds of precarity need to be brought into 
view—because all of this feeds into the selective expertise and evidence that 

50European Commission, ‘New rules proposed to curb microplastics’, news, 30 April 2019, available at: 
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/efe/news/new-rules-proposed-curb-microplastics-2019-04-24_en 
(3 November 2020).

51Arthur Neslen, ‘EU proposes ban on 90% of microplastic pollutants’, The Guardian, 30 January 2019.
52Foucault, Security, territory, population, 11.
53Foucault, Security, territory, population, 20.
54Michael Dillon, ‘Governing through contingency: the security of biopolitical governance’, Political 
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features in the generation of government policy. In the context of climate change 
and climate action, we need to take seriously, in other words, the import of 
scripting uncertainty, and to do so with compelling visions of a more coopera-
tive, secure and sustainable future.

Scripting climate uncertainty and its associated human-environmental pre-
carities equates in many ways to ‘futurescaping’.55 Futurescaping, or the setting 
out of visions of future worlds, has featured for years in the fields of military 
and economic security: the US military’s global grand strategy has long adeptly 
referenced the risk of dystopian futures to justify pre-emptive action;56 and 
Naomi Klein has shown the powerfully instrumental and ostensibly exceptional 
logics of ‘disaster capitalism’ that profit from fears of future catastrophic 
events.57 It would be foolish to ignore the persuasive and indeed therapeutic log-
ics of future-proofing in formulating climate security discourse. As educators, 
writers and potential government experts and advisors, we need to link informed 
predictions of our aleatory future with the generation of policy for the here and 
now—whether that be in relation to microplastics, carbon emissions, waste or 
any industrial or behavioural variability in the milieu of human-environment 
relations. An additional crucial task is to insist upon the use of existing laws to 
activate transnational regulatory functions and to action punitive measures if  
required. In addressing a wide range of socio-environmental concerns in our 
world today, from energy to health, from hunger to human rights, the global 
stakes are simply too high to not vociferously draw upon the legal and regula-
tory tools we have.

This paper has asked how we might garner the language of human security 
in the enactment of a global, shared sense of climate security. It has reflected on 
how we might productively conceptualise a human security framing of climate 
action by thinking differently about security and contesting and broadening 
how it is understood. In strategising for a globally-integrated climate action 
agenda, a core challenge lies in critiquing and disrupting the hegemony of tradi-
tional statist understandings of security that tend to be unilateral and uncoop-
erative. The UN’s Commission on Human Security divulged clearly the 
inadequacies and counter-productiveness of state-centred and military-framed 
security programmes that still dominate today despite the global-level security 
threats we face, highlighting on the contrary the value and efficacy of more peo-
ple-centred, locally-attuned and globally-envisioned human security practices.58 
Human security, as both a discourse and an interventionary strategy, can aid us 

55Barbara E. Adam, ‘Futurescapes: challenge for social and management sciences’, Retroscapes and 
futurescapes, 5th Palermo International Conference on Social Time, Terrasini, Italy, 21 June 2006. See also 
Barbara E. Adam, ‘Future matters: futures known, created and minded’, Twenty-First Century Society 3 (2) 
(2008), 111–16.

56Morrissey, The long war.
57Naomi Klein, The shock doctrine: the rise of disaster capitalism (New York, 2007).
58Commission on Human Security, Human security now.
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in addressing complex and overlapping concerns of climate change, political 
economy and political ecology. It can conceptualise the intricacies of global risk 
and it can build a politics of solidarity in constructing cooperative security 
responses for all. Since 1994, it has gradually inspired a more holistic approach 
to managing human-environmental precarities, and it has increasingly been 
taken up by ‘NGOs, governments and international organisations’ in efforts to 
effect more integrated and participatory forms of interventionism.59

The concept of human security is not without its limitations but it is indis-
pensable in progressively mobilising locally-scaled and globally-coordinated 
 climate action. Deploying the term uses the politically important language of 
security to gather traction in strategising for an effective global climate action 
agenda, and the concept is vital discursively in defining the broader risks of cli-
mate change and setting out the parameters of the interventionary security chal-
lenge. Context is often purposely missing in security grand strategy, and therefore 
a fundamental task is to insist upon situated human geography in repeatedly 
telling a story of interconnected vulnerability. If  we wish to advance smart, inte-
grated climate action on a global stage, we can learn much from the emphases of 
human security first announced by the UNDP a generation ago. Its key vision 
was about building a more sustainable future for all. We need to ‘work on the 
future’, as Foucault declared, and we need to recognise how that future is depen-
dent on convincing discourses of security that ‘work, fabricate, organize and 
plan’ the milieu of a planet we all share.60

59Breslin and Christou, ‘Has the human security agenda come of age?’, 9.
60Foucault, Security, territory, population, 20, 21.
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